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Author’s Note



As with Blood, Fire and Gold, my aim with this book is to provide an account of history that is accurate, but also relatable and immersible. For that reason, some dialogue has been re-created from primary sources and perhaps I have also allowed myself more speculative claims that again are based on primary evidence, but rely evidently on my own judgment and appreciation of them.


Writing about the enigmatic and charismatic Anne Boleyn and her life and tragic death has not been easy—her voice has been for the most part erased from history. But it has deeply reinforced my strong belief in elevating, promoting, fighting for, protecting, and amplifying women’s voices and experiences. I will therefore keep writing about them.


Estelle Paranque, Colchester, 2023













Prologue



A Rose Between a Lion and a Salamander, Calais, October 25–27, 1532


She hadn’t seen Francis I of France for over ten years.


Her mounting excitement was palpable, as was her anxiety.


During the time she’d spent at his court in her younger years, the king had taught her a great deal about the games of power, and now she would need to play them herself.


Would he recognize her? Would he support her and Henry as she so desperately needed him to?


In her heart she carried so many questions, so much hope and—dare one say it—vaulting ambition.
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Henry VIII had ensured that he looked magnificent for the coming event. Today, he was receiving his “brother,” the monarch—King Francis—at Calais, the last English stronghold on the continent.


Wearing a golden robe adorned with diamonds and rubies, Henry was accompanied by his bastard son, Henry Fitzroy, and by the boy’s mother, Elizabeth Blount. Following them were several English bishops and secular lords; they had all traveled two or three miles outside of Calais to welcome the French king, who had organized splendid receptions and other events to greet Henry and his men in Boulogne-sur-Mer.


The two kings embraced each other.


“My good brother, welcome to Calais!”1 Henry exclaimed.


In noisy celebration of their arrival, three cannons were fired from the ramparts of the city’s fortifications, and there were cheering crowds as people celebrated in the streets. It was, after all, an extremely rare sight to see two great rulers together in one place.


Once they had entered the city walls, two lines of people formed: the servants and the guards of the English king. The servants were in red hats and fawn-colored clothing while the guards wore blue and red uniforms, holding halberds in their right hands. Henry VIII was proud of the welcome he had orchestrated for his longest rival and friend, and he guided Francis to his accommodation—known as “The Staple” or the “Hostel of Guises”—before taking his leave. A square house with a high tower at its center, it was big enough, and believed to be prestigious enough, to receive a king.


The king’s mistress, Anne Boleyn, had not taken part in the brief welcoming party. As soon as Henry had taken his guest to his house, he made his way to her, where she was staying with a dozen ladies-in-waiting, all patiently anticipating the role they would play in this royal encounter. After all, the two lovebirds had made the journey to France with only one real purpose: to obtain Francis’s support and allyship for their union.


That evening a dinner was to be held, one which needed to follow the diplomatic protocols. Francis, however, never liked abiding by these rules. He often had his own agenda, and this occasion was no exception.


As soon as he arrived, instead of sitting down in the appointed position, he ordered his Provost of Paris, Jean de la Barre—who was acting as his right-hand man—to find Anne, who was sitting opposite the French contingent. Jean was to offer her the present Francis had brought from Paris—a magnificent diamond, estimated to cost between 10,000 and 15,000 crowns.


De la Barre executed the king’s order, and as he bowed to present Anne with the gift, he said, “From my master, the King of France, who finds you as exquisite as ever.”2


One can imagine Anne blushing, both at this unexpected gift and the compliment. She certainly must have been relieved; after all these years, Francis had not forgotten her. Even more importantly, she still remained in his good graces—meaning she had a strong chance of getting the support she so desperately needed.


No one has recorded Henry VIII’s reaction to this moment, though a mix of emotions must surely have been running through his mind: another man, another king, though not just any other king; a king who had spent seven years at the French court with Anne, who was now offering a prestigious gift to his concubine. And not just any gift, but a diamond that could be perceived as more than a simple token of affection.


Henry had to put all these thoughts to rest, however, as he was there to seek the support of Francis I. After all, his gift to Anne was also a token of the French king’s good disposition toward England.


Perhaps more than that, it was hopefully a sign of approval—and even a promise to vouch for Henry’s union with Anne to the Pope. There was so much at stake with this meeting. Henry could not afford to let his ego, or his jealousy, ruin it all.


And he didn’t.
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The next day, the two kings went to the Church of Notre-Dame, where they would attend the mass and discuss diplomatic matters with their councillors. They spent the whole day together while Anne remained with her ladies.


Then, on Sunday, October 27, Henry VIII organized a great banquet in honor of his counterpart, serving 16 fat capons, 7 swans, 20 pheasants, 50 chickens, 40 partridges and several other birds. Other festivities were included as part of the entertainment, including mastiff, bull and bear fights. Everything was absolutely extravagant, to match the image of the English king.


Henry and Francis had never appeared to be so close—not even 12 years before at the Field of the Cloth of Gold, the summit that took place in June 1520 and that had forged a bond of friendship between the two kings and their nations. Laughing, drinking and enjoying themselves now, one could imagine that no prior rivalry had ever existed between the men, who both looked positively regal as they indulged in their mutual admiration.


Francis wore an embroidered doublet, adorned with diamonds that seemed to shine with exaggerated brightness, and were estimated to be worth 100,000 crowns.


Henry, too, looked striking, in a robe made of gold and royal purple along with a very heavy three-row necklace. On the first row, there were 14 rubies, almost the size of eggs, while brilliant pearls adorned the second row. The last row featured 14 impressive diamonds. The pendant he wore was an outstanding heraldic piece representing a precious stone—probably an antique garnet—from which emerged eight raises ending in fleurs-de-lys, the symbol of French royalty. People believed Henry’s pendant was worth at least 4,000 crowns.


Undeniably, the two kings were the center of attention.


Anne had not been invited to the dinner, as was the custom, so when she made her entrance at the end of the feast with a group of masked ladies—including Lady Derby, Lady Mary (who some historians believed to be Mary Boleyn herself), Lady Fitzwater and Lady Wallop—everyone applauded to welcome them.


Francis I arose and went immediately to Anne. He offered her his hand, to be kissed, and—more importantly—to ask her for the first dance. Whereafter, the other French lords present invited the other English ladies to dance.


Henry kept his watchful gaze on Francis and Anne throughout. When the dance had finished, he ordered all the ladies to leave, including Anne. However, some court gossips reported that this was not actually what occurred.


Allegedly, Eustace Chapuys—known for his spicy dispatches to Charles V of Spain, the Holy Roman Emperor, and for having eyes and ears in all places (apparently even in France)—later reported that Anne chose not to follow her ladies and instead asked for a private audience with Francis I.


No one knows exactly what was said between the two during this audience, but Anne’s detractors—who loved sharing scandalous gossip—believed that she used the moment to seduce Francis into supporting her cause. After all, they said, apparently she (or possibly her sister) had gained the nickname “the mule of the French king” during her time in France, implying that she had already consented to intimate favors.


While it is very hard to believe that Anne would have defied Henry, the man who was to be her future husband, in such a manner, it is certainly possible that she asked for an audience with the French king, not to flirt, but to discuss her future as queen of England—and as an ally to France. For such a conversation, she would need to have found the perfect moment to make him promise to give his blessing to what was surely to become the most scandalous marriage in Europe.


Francis I was a pragmatic man, and though he must have had—at least at this time—his own affectionate feelings for Anne, he would also let nothing jeopardize the future of his son, Henry, Duke of Orléans—or the future of France and its place in the whole of Christendom. In fact, he had recently been negotiating, on behalf of his son, the hand of the niece of Pope Clement VII, Catherine de Medici. This was his utmost priority, and he could not have that undermined by any potential scandal.


It is, however, possible that he agreed, at least implicitly, to help Anne and Henry be restored into the good graces of the Pope. Advocating for them—as long as it was not too insistent, or persistent—was a small price to pay to have Anne as an agent of France, operating right at the center of the English court.


But no one will ever know what Francis actually promised, if indeed he promised anything. Other reports in fact claimed that he was certainly not supportive of Henry and Anne’s union. Charles V of Spain’s ambassador at the French court, the Count of Cifuentes, assured the Holy Roman Emperor that “the king of France had confessed to the Pope that, during his meeting with Henry VIII, he had tried to dissuade him from divorcing Catherine of Aragon, or at the very least, to wait some time until he was convinced this was the only possible outcome.”3


While this might have been true, for Francis I, there were also several real advantages to having Anne as the new queen of England.


For one, it would truly infuriate his real enemy: Charles V, Holy Roman Emperor. Francis had not forgotten how the Spanish king had humiliated him and, later, his sons during their respective imprisonments in Spain. The divorce of Charles’s aunt, Catherine of Aragon, from Henry VIII meant that Francis and his English counterpart would be able to forge an alliance against the emperor.


More straightforwardly, Anne had spent many years in France and was therefore a familiar ally. In a future marriage between her and the English king, she could serve the interests of the French monarchy. Indeed, with her upbringing and her sense of style, she might almost be mistaken for a French noblewoman, or even a princess.


Of course, this did not mean that Francis would risk falling out of favor with the Pope, and many others all over Europe—French, Venetian, Spanish and English—knew this. The future of France, and his own legacy, was at stake.


The French–English encounter in Calais lasted for two more days, and for the most part Francis had more pressing diplomatic priorities on his mind than his support, or otherwise, of Henry’s marriage to Anne. The monarchs, however, departed on good terms, and Anne was full of hope for what would come next—optimism that was to prove misguided. Regardless, fate was following its course and the young woman who had been raised at the French court would soon become queen of England.


During her time at the French court, Anne had undeniably been influenced by many powerful characters, mostly women: Louise of Savoy, Francis I’s mother, and Claude of France, his wife and consort. More significantly, perhaps, she was influenced by the king’s sister, Marguerite of Angoulême, later queen of Navarre, who had shown great interest in ideas of religious reformation during the first half of the sixteenth century, which would go on to interest the new queen. And then, obviously, there was Francis I himself, whose charisma and kingship must have made a great impression on the young Anne.


To understand Anne Boleyn’s experience in the English court, and her hope of an alliance with France, one needs to know the stories of these influential individuals, and how they operated during Anne’s time at the French court. And to understand her fascination with France, one also has to reveal the lives and motivation of the men who were Francis’s mouthpieces later, at the English court.


In the end, was Anne right to trust that they would support her in her ambitions? Or did she ultimately fool herself into thinking she had a key role to play in the stability and prosperity of the Anglo-French alliance? Would Anne Boleyn, queen of England, be betrayed?
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PART 1



In the Shadow of the Court of Fleur-de-Lys


1514–1526















1



Games of Court


In the early hours of January 9, 1514, a dark and gloomy Monday, the flamboyant Anne of Brittany—who had twice been crowned queen of France through her two successive unions to French kings—died of a kidney-stone attack in the Castle of Blois, taking her last breath at around six o’clock. The queen had been suffering violent stomachaches for months, and had shown incredible strength despite the pain she’d endured.


This woman—who had brought harmony between Brittany and the kingdom of France, and who had married both French kings without providing a male heir—was now at peace on her royal bed.


Anne had been pregnant 14 times in 20 years, but the only babies who made it to adulthood were her daughters Claude and Renée. Claude was meant to continue her mother’s legacy and secure the line of both her parents.


As the Venetian ambassador reported, Queen Anne’s death touched everyone: “The whole court is wearing black and the king is so terribly sad that he is in bed with fever. No one mentions the war or the Italian affairs any more.”1


Anne’s death changed everything, potentially threatening France’s stability. As there was no direct male heir, Louis XII knew that his first cousin once removed—the dashing and impetuous Francis of the house Valois-Angoulême—was next in line to the throne. For Louis, this was a far from pleasant thought; he feared that, even though Francis was his cousin, his legacy would be ruined by this new dynasty. He had to act, and quickly.


Anne’s funeral was a way for relatives from the Angoulême branch to assert their legitimacy and proximity to the throne. Louis XII was not dead but, without a male heir, Francis was now dauphin of France.


At the end of January, Francis—alongside his mother, the pragmatic and charismatic Louise of Savoy, and his sister, Marguerite of Angoulême—arrived at court from Cognac. After several tumultuous negotiations over recent years, Francis had been promised to Claude. The truth was, Louis had to be convinced of this match; it was only due to the perseverance of both his late wife, Anne of Brittany, and Louise of Savoy that he had agreed to the union. Even though the marriage had not yet happened, Francis knew it would take place eventually—the sooner the better, to ensure that his right to the throne was unquestioned.


During Anne’s funeral, Francis stood by Claude’s side, next to Anne’s coffin—a symbol of the continuity of her legacy. The betrothed couple were illustrating their unity to the whole court, and Louise of Savoy was not far behind, “wearing a very long crepe dress” like most noblewomen following the procession.2 People from all over Europe came to pay their respects. The dashing and instantly recognizable John Stewart, Duke of Albany, could also be found in the midst of the crowd, standing near Marco Dandolo, ambassador of Venice.


Once the two ceremonies taking part in Brittany and Paris were complete, discussions commenced once again. Would Louis XII honor his promise and agree to the marriage of his eldest daughter and his cousin? Having initially protested against the match, Louis finally gave in and accepted the union. Louise of Savoy agreed to the marriage, too—despite finding Claude “very small and strangely fat.”3


Francis himself did not show great enthusiasm for the betrothal. He was, of course, keen to further assert his right to the crown, but Claude was far from his liking and he frequently showed interest in other women, both at court and beyond, whom he deemed more attractive. His behavior did not fail to go unnoticed by many, including his own mother and King Louis.


On May 18, 1514, Francis and Claude were nevertheless finally married at the chateau of Saint-Germain-en-Laye, though the atmosphere was somber; most people were still mourning the death of Anne of Brittany. Indeed, Francis complained that it was a ceremony “without the pomp due to a royal marriage even in mourning.” Louis, the king, showed no interest at all, only displeasure, and the jugglers, comedians and other buffoons that were supposed to amuse the crowd were instead “thrown out” on his orders.4 Francis was insulted and, in retaliation, decided to show no interest in his young wife. Instead, after the wedding, he went straight to Paris, “whoring, gambling, and drinking.”5 This did not necessarily do a great deal for his reputation, although later Pierre de Bourdeille, Seigneur de Brantôme and a contemporary of Francis’s son, seemed to think that Francis was simply following the fashion of the times: “King Francis loved too wildly and too much; for being young and free, he became involved first with one and then with another, for in that time, a man was not considered much of a gallant unless he whored every place without distinction.”6


Louis XII, however, raged when he heard the news and decided to take revenge upon his new son-in-law—an act of retaliation that Francis did not see coming and that would make his future, and his place on the throne, more complicated than ever.


For Louis had been persuaded that he needed a new wife. And, ideally, a young one who could give him his lifelong wish: a male heir.
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Across the Channel, an English courtier by the name of Thomas Boleyn had been rising in the Henrician court. Married to Elizabeth Howard, sister to the powerful Thomas Howard, Duke of Norfolk, the family was gaining in influence. In 1512, Thomas Boleyn was sent as a special envoy to Mechelen to discuss important diplomatic matters between Maximilian, the Holy Roman Emperor, and Henry VIII. There, he met Margaret of Austria, Duchess of Savoy, the emperor’s daughter and governor of the Habsburg Netherlands. It was thanks to Thomas’s friendly relationship with Margaret that “an alliance of powers dedicated to the destruction, dismemberment, and partition of France” was formed.7


Through his friendship with Margaret, Thomas managed to secure a position for his youngest daughter, Anne, at the duchess’s court in Mechelen. Being a lady-in-waiting at any court was a real honor; being a lady-in-waiting to one of the most powerful women in Europe was a true blessing.


While ladies-in-waiting at court were often paid scant regard, apparently mere companions to their mistress, in reality they were much more than that, proving their importance. Not only did they get an invaluable education by being acquainted with the best tutors, thinkers and writers that inevitably gravitated to the courts of Europe, they were right at the center of court politics—and, if they chose to, could eavesdrop on the to-and-fro dealings of the great men and women whom they served. The value of what was in effect a political apprenticeship explains why the ambitious Thomas Boleyn wanted so much to secure it for his daughter. Ladies-in-waiting could lobby on behalf of a range of people, including their own families.8 And they had the trust of their mistress, which made them influential at court and beyond.


By the summer of 1513, Anne was at the heart of Margaret’s prestigious court, receiving a continental education. The governess of the Habsburg Netherlands herself showed great pleasure at this decision:


I have received your letter by the Esquire [Claude] Bouton who has presented your daughter to me, who is very welcome, and I am confident of being able to deal with her in a way which will give you satisfaction, so that on your return the two of us will need no intermediary other than she. I find her so bright and pleasant for her young age that I am more beholden to you for sending her to me than you are to me.9


Anne’s own feelings about being pulled away from England and Hever Castle, her family home, to be placed in a foreign country were not known. What we do know for sure is that Anne, whether excited or morose at the prospect, spent her early teenage years at a court where great thinkers and humanists—such as Desiderius Erasmus—were regularly received, making it a reputable place to receive a highly regarded education. It was the perfect place for Anne to start her schooling. Here, the young woman learned fashionable skills such as playing musical instruments, but crucially, she also mastered the French language.


While Anne settled into her new life, however, the political situation was far from stable. War against France was imminent, and conflict between the two nations seemed inevitable, with no reconciliation seeming possible. Even Thomas Boleyn was getting ready for war.


What Henry did not expect was that he would be betrayed by Maximilian and Margaret; good personal relationships, it seemed, did not necessarily equal prosperous political ones.


The Habsburgs had encouraged Henry to go to war against Louis XII, but instead of supporting him, they played both kings off against each other. Their ultimate goal was for England and France to deplete their military power until they were both in weak enough positions to discuss peace treaties—giving the upper hand to the Holy Roman Empire and Spain. The plan worked in the short term. However, once Henry realized his mistake, he restrategized with the help of his primary adviser, Cardinal Thomas Wolsey, the most powerful man in England after the king. They decided to pursue an alliance with France, and to do so urgently.


The French king desired a new bride and Henry had the perfect candidate: his youngest sister, Mary Tudor. Fifteen years old, beautiful, pious and allegedly obedient, she had all the attributes the 52-year-old Louis XII sought. France and England might have been going through a rough patch over the last decade, but once they realized they’d been played against each other, there was an unexpected chance for reconciliation.


There was, however, a stumbling block. Mary had already been promised to Charles of Austria, who was not only to become Charles V of Spain and Holy Roman Emperor, he was also nephew to Margaret of Austria and Catherine of Aragon, queen of England, as well as the grandson of Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabel of Castile. Charles’s heritage was in the most powerful monarchs of Europe.


In April 1514, Margaret of Austria complained to her ambassador at the English court that she hoped Henry VIII had not forgotten about “the marriage between Charles of Austria and Mary of England,” reminding him that it was too late “to take a step back” now.10


In a direct letter to Margaret, Henry did not offer reassurance on the matter. Instead, he promised that his ambassadors “will let her know of his attentions” regarding his sister’s marriage.11


This was not promising at all for the Habsburgs, who feared that a close alliance between England and France would be to their detriment. After all, they had tried very hard to divide and conquer. If the two countries were to become allies, they could counterbalance Spain and the Holy Roman Empire’s power in Europe.


Charles Brandon, Duke of Suffolk, was responsible for assuring that good relations remained intact between the governor of the Habsburg Netherlands and the King of England. During one evening in Tournay, Brandon made the case for the alliance and marriage between the King of France and Princess Mary Tudor in order to secure this. Margaret was not foolish; she understood well how the diplomatic games were played in European politics. Indeed, she herself had been promised to men for whom she cared little.


“As you know, I have been unhappy in husbands,”12 she confided in Brandon—referring to the loss of her spouses as well as, perhaps, how perilous it was for a young woman to be married to someone much older than her. Brandon was not sure how to answer this and instead chose to remain silent while the conversations continued on the subject of good relations between the European neighbors.


Dynastic alliances were all that mattered, and Margaret knew there was little she could do to prevent the marriage between Louis and Mary. Nor did she want to appear too hostile, as she could not afford to have both countries rallying against the Habsburgs.


Nothing—and, more importantly, no one—would stop this union.
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In June 1514, Louis XII sent two special envoys to the Henrician court—Louis I of Orléans, Duke of Longueville, and the General of Normandy.


“I am so pleased that the king of England desires as much as myself the good peace, amity, and alliance between our realms and that he has agreed to the marriage of his sister.”


Louis XII charged Longueville to conclude the union on his behalf. He expressed his surprise that Henry wished to marry off his sister without a dowry, but this did not seem to tarnish his enthusiasm for the match.13


Gérard de Plaines, Margaret’s ambassador to Henry’s court, praised Mary’s perfection, though he also seemed to think that the match between Charles of Austria and Mary was still a possibility.


I have never seen such a beautiful lady. Her deportment is exquisite both in conversation and in dancing, and she is very lively. She is very well brought up and appears to love the Prince [Charles] wonderfully. She has a very bad picture of him and is said to wish to see it ten times a day, and to take pleasure in hearing from him. She is not tall but is a better match in age and person for the Prince than he had heard say.14


Unfortunately for the Habsburgs, this could not be further from the truth. Mary was no longer promised to Charles; she would instead marry the French king to ensure that the (Peace) Treaty of London was respected and remained valid.


So, on July 30, 1514, in the royal manor of Wanstead and in the presence of Charles, Duke of Suffolk, the Bishop of Lincoln, the Bishop of Winchester, the Bishop of Durham and the Duke of Norfolk, among others, Mary publicly renounced her promise of marriage to Charles, Prince of Spain.


At first, this news greatly displeased Pope Leo X, but then he realized how beneficial it was for all of Christendom that France and England were at peace. The stability would provide an opportunity to pursue other ambitions. He encouraged Henry VIII, therefore, to pursue a crusade against the Turks.


So it was decided: the marriage between Mary and Louis would happen.


On August 13, 1514, at Greenwich Palace, in front of Henry VIII, his queen, Catherine of Aragon, the Archbishop of Canterbury, the dukes of Buckingham, Norfolk and Suffolk, and other gentlemen of the court, Princess Mary and the Duke of Longueville (representing Louis XII in the ceremony) were married.


Acting on Louis XII’s behalf, Longueville took Mary’s right hand in his and recited the king’s words of espousal in French. She reciprocated—also in French. They then both signed the schedule that was proof of the ceremony.


So many thoughts must have raced through Mary’s mind, having been forcibly obliged to agree to this union—a union to an old man whom she’d never met and who was over 35 years her elder. Even in his prime, Louis had not been described as a handsome and charming king; he had inherited the long nose and grave look of his father, Charles, Duke of Orléans.


In a letter she sent to the French king, Mary conceded, “I will love you as cordially as I can,” which is far from a declaration of love.15 There is no doubt: Mary wished that the marriage had never taken place.


For Louis, however, it was quite different. As he repeated to his special envoy, Longueville, he was extremely eager to meet his new, young wife.


On August 18, the marriage was declared consummated, again with Longueville representing his king; the bride undressed and went to bed in the presence of many witnesses, and Longueville, “in his doublet, with a pair of red hose, but with one leg naked from the middle of the thigh downwards, went into bed, and touched the Princess with his naked leg.”16 With this symbolic gesture, the union was sealed.


Louis rejoiced, writing the following to Cardinal Wolsey, one of the men who had helped secure the marriage:


I am so indebted to you, my good friend, for all your hard work strengthening a good and perfect alliance between the king, my brother, and myself and for arranging my union to my future wife, the queen, and ensuring that her apparel was à la mode de France.17


Wolsey replied to Louis:


I am so honored that you were pleased that I wrote privately to you and that you desired me to continue to do so just as if I were of your Privy Council. Therefore, I will inform you of the following matter. The King appointed Madame de Guildford [Joan Vaux, governess of Mary and Margaret Tudor] because of her experience and knowledge of the language, to accompany the queen, his sister, who, being young, and knowing none of the ladies there, might suffer in health for want of someone to confide in.


He continued, “You will find her wise and discreet.”18


In September, the French king ordered that a tournament be organized in Paris to celebrate his wedding to Mary. Francis—his presumptive heir—participated, but he was not delighted to see such a young bride at his cousin’s side. For him, the throne now seemed utterly out of reach.


Thomas Boleyn had been keeping a watchful eye on proceedings and had decided that this union was the perfect opportunity to change his own diplomatic strategy in order to accrue his own value at Henry VIII’s court. In August 1514, he wrote to Margaret of Austria, asking that his daughter be sent back to England in order to join Mary Tudor’s household in France. He explained that this was not his choice and that, instead, this was a request from above (a reference to Cardinal Wolsey) that he simply could not refuse.


“I humbly implore you to release my daughter from your service so she can leave your court with the people I sent for her.” He signed this appeal, “Your very humble servant, Sir Thomas Boleyn.”19


Would Margaret accept this request, which was bold given the tensions between France and Austria and Spain? It would have been hard to refuse, though this was certainly a sign that the English would further favor the French over the Habsburgs. In many respects, what Maximilian and Margaret had tried to avoid was the very thing they achieved: An alliance against their empire was forming. Margaret might also have been disappointed in Thomas Boleyn’s request and, while she could not refuse, she could delay Anne’s arrival to France—which is exactly what she did.


As Mary Tudor got ready to leave her native country to be crowned queen of France, her household was being appointed. There was much to be arranged, including the shipment of 15 gowns in the French fashion, which were designed for her, alongside 6 in the Milan style and 7 after the English fashion. A cradle covered with scarlet was also packed in the hopes that it would be of use when she would go on to bear the next king of France.


The princess was now ready to meet her fate.


As soon as she arrived, however, Mary expressed her discontent. For one thing, all her ladies-in-waiting had been removed from her service, including Madame de Guildford.


“My chamberlain, with all other men servants, were discharged alongside my mother Guildeford, with my other women and maidens,” she complained. “I wish to return to you, my brother the king.”20


While the French wanted to place more of their people in the queen’s household, they soon realized that removing her closest counselors was a mistake that needed to be rectified. No real detail can be found on how this was resolved, but the French king did eventually make a list of people to be retained in order to serve the queen.


On that list, “Madamoyselle Boleyne”21 was mentioned, and on the French record of the same list, “Madamoyselle Marie Boullone” appeared.22


Anne was apparently still stuck in Mechelen, and Thomas Boleyn—who had been invited to the royal wedding—needed to ensure that her place at the French court remained secure. He brought his second daughter, Mary, with him for that very purpose.23 The Boleyns continued to make significant progress on the European diplomatic scene.
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In November 1514, Mary Tudor—escorted by various and notable gentlemen and gentlewomen—was ready to make her official entrance at the French court. While Anne did not witness Mary’s coronation, once in France she had the opportunity to be right at the center of the court, among those who flocked around the king.


It was Sunday, November 5: the day had finally arrived. Mary Tudor, the youngest sister of Henry VIII of England, was crowned queen of France.


Surrounded by her ladies-in-waiting, including Anne’s sister, the young woman arrived at the church—the exact name and location of which are now lost. Francis, heir to the French throne, alongside with Longueville, whom Mary already knew, welcomed her with great enthusiasm.


Mary was even more beautiful than Longueville had reported; her olive skin and dark auburn hair were deemed perfect, and were perhaps more to French taste than to that of England, where paleness held sway. Her lips were small and rosy, and she had dark, almond-shaped eyes that many women must have envied. Mary and Anne shared attributes that were deemed attractive during the sixteenth century; Anne in particular, who was good-looking but not the court’s greatest classical beauty, had a certain je ne sais quoi, which elevated her.


As she kneeled before the altar, Mary “was anointed by the Cardinal of Pree as delivered her the scepter and put a ring on her finger and lastly set the crown upon her head.”24


A high mass followed the coronation, and the congregation acclaimed the newly anointed queen of France.


A sumptuous dinner had been organized for after the ceremony to honor the young queen, and the most important gentlemen of France—alongside the English ambassadors and Mary’s household—were all invited.


The next day, Mary—who with her companions had spent the night in a village two miles outside Paris—got ready to make her remarkable entry into the capital. Much had been prepared for the celebration, and pageants representing the alliance between France and England, as well as the grandeur of her royal house, could be seen all along the river that led to Paris.


Mary made her entrance with great solemnity as the procession headed through the Porte Saint-Denis on the “pont levis.” On the side of the riverbank, she could hear cheerful French mariners singing: “Our noble lady, welcome to France where we live in pleasure and joy. Frenchmen and Englishmen live at their own pleasure and we praise God for all his goodwill toward us.”


The crowd had already started drinking, and there was lively enthusiasm on display as the masses watched the former English princess making her way to their beloved city of Paris.


Paris, then as now, was one of the finest cities of Europe. On this day, great beauty could be seen all over the city: tapestries covering the walls of the town depicted the new alliance forged between France and England, and other celebratory images depicted the Queen of Sheba and King Solomon, symbols of Mary and Louis XII themselves. This was the ultimate representation of peace. “Queen Sheba” Mary was “our queen and mistress” who “brought to our magnanimous and courteous king the present of peace for the French and the English.”25


The French people understood that this union symbolized the end of a long war between the two countries—or at least this was what they hoped for. Peace between France and England never lasted long during the sixteenth century.


Even so, Mary—being a young bride—gave the people hope that this alliance would bring heirs, and therefore stability, which would further strengthen the peace between the two realms. Indeed, Mary was everything the French people might have hoped for: young, fertile, beautiful and, they hoped, devoted to her more mature and experienced husband. As Mary journeyed down the river, an eloquent, unfortunately anonymous, orator shouted these words from one of the bridges that crossed La Seine: “Your most renowned and magnanimous princess, Paris bows and honors you!”


Between the bridge and the gate of the city, meanwhile, Mary was received by the Prevost of Merchants, the Echevins, Clerks, and Receiver of Paris. Here, a canopy was held over her head by the Echevins and principal burgesses, and public citizens took turns carrying the canopy.


Mary’s procession continued to the Church of the Holy Innocents, where another scaffold had been erected. On it, there was a tent “in antique style painted gold color, called the throne of honor. Within was planted a lily in an orchard called the Orchard of France, surrounded by four Virtues: Pity and Truth on the right, and Fortitude and Mercy on the left.”26 These were symbols of great monarchs and dynastic alliance.


The day eventually ended at the Palais Royal, where a magnificent banquet had been prepared and where Louis XII had been impatiently waiting for his wife.


Mary’s formidable entrance into Paris had been made solo, but if she had been nervous about the occasion, she certainly did not show it. Observers were united in their appreciation, as was recorded by Pierre Gringore, who dedicated a pamphlet to the queen herself. His words were circulated throughout all of France, so that soon everyone knew Mary’s triumph in Paris and the peace it underlined.


A week later, a tournament took place to continue the festivities. Frenchmen and Englishmen alike participated in jousting competitions and other sports to indulge in some friendly rivalry.


While the tournament was mostly amicable, there were also a number of injuries and incidents reported by one of the special envoys sent to the French court. Thomas, Marquis of Dorset, wrote to Wolsey: “The tournament and course in the field began as roughly as ever I saw; for there was divers times both horses and man overthrown, horses slain, and one Frenchman hurt that is not likely to live.” He admitted to briefly participating in the event, but he mostly kept his distance as he feared injuring himself. To justify his decision, he claimed that “the dauphin [future Francis I] himself was a little hurt on his hand.”


This demonstration of masculinity continued and, although both sides were hurt in the process, Dorset recalled the tournament being enjoyed by both the English and the French participants, who appreciated the chance to demonstrate their virility.


Dorset ended his letter on the subject of what mattered most to Wolsey and, without a doubt, to Henry VIII himself: “The Queen continues her goodness and wisdom, and increases in the favor of her husband and the Privy Council.”27


Indeed, Mary appeared to be the perfect bride—and the perfect pawn—for the English.


While Anne Boleyn had not been present at these glorious celebrations, welcoming parties and tournaments, she was still expected to arrive at the French court soon—her position having been secured by her sister, Mary. One can also imagine that the two sisters discussed the pageantry of the wedding together and that, indirectly, Anne experienced Mary Tudor’s glory through her sister.


For now, both Mary Tudor and Anne were fulfilling their duties as daughters, meaning that one of their primary functions was to serve as vessels for advancing their male relatives’ own political and diplomatic agendas. Nevertheless, Anne’s life would continue to offer surprises. Her time at court might take her in many directions. Perhaps she would fall in love with a French nobleman and never return to England? Or maybe some other future awaited her.
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The Rise of a Magnificent King and His Ladies


He had been suffering from gout for several months. Some were already saying that he would not last the winter. Others were adamant that he would get better soon. The truth was, the potential death of Louis XII of France—“father of the people”—pleased only a few: his young wife, Mary, who saw her marriage to the old man as a punishment and, of course, his heir, Francis of Angoulême, who, with his mother Louise of Savoy, had been waiting for this moment for as long as he could remember. It had certainly been a very long waiting game, but it was one that looked like it was finally coming to an end.


On January 1, 1515, the French king took the sacrament early in the morning. By the time evening came, he had breathed his last—passing the crown to his cousin and son-in-law, the dashing and charismatic Francis I.


It did not take long for Francis to show the whole court who was in charge now. During Louis XII’s funeral, the Venetian ambassador reported that he refused to wear “the traditional mourning dress.” Instead, the new king opted for “a purple mantle with a long train.” The ambassador further remarked that “he resembled the Devil.”1 In his choice of clothing, Francis was undoubtedly making a name for himself among his people and beyond—a name that was rather ambivalent, though he was determined to make his own mark on history.


In the eyes of everyone around him—including the young Anne Boleyn, who had served as a lady-in-waiting and who “engage[d] all her wits to imitate them well”—the tone was set: Francis was a young and flamboyant king who would break from his ancestors’ legacy to create his own.2 The young Anne Boleyn was watching and continuing to learn the ways and rules of the French court—invaluable lessons she would, as we shall see, later come to rely on.


One important question, however, remained for England: What of the fate of Mary Tudor, who had only just married the late king?


Rumors were spreading that Francis was suspicious of Mary’s behavior with the “special emissary”—Charles Brandon, Duke of Suffolk—and that Louise, his mother, had ordered Claude, one of Mary’s ladies-in-waiting, never to leave her alone “unless the king was with her.”3


Orders from England could not come fast enough as Wolsey instructed Mary: “Don’t do anything without the advice of his grace.”4 The entire Anglo-French alliance depended on this marriage, after all.


Although Mary agreed that she would await further instructions, the truth was she had been enamored with Charles Brandon, Duke of Suffolk, for a long time, and the strange limbo afforded by the death of Louis XII offered them an opportunity to act on their feelings for each other.


In late January 1515, Suffolk—who was torn between his duties toward Henry VIII and his love and affection for Mary—wrote to the English king. He pleaded for Mary, who desired nothing more than to have a say in her next “husband,” and claimed: “I never saw a woman so weep.”5


Later, Suffolk met with Francis I and Louise of Savoy. The mother of the new French king had long been suspicious of Suffolk and Mary and, during dinner, in the company of Claude and her sister Renée, said bluntly, “I agree that the [former] queen, Mary, the English king’s sister, should come home as shortly as may be.”6


There were too many queens at court, and Louise was determined to be the one who shone.


Meanwhile, there were demonstrations of good faith aplenty as those at court met the English ambassadors, Suffolk and Sir Richard Wingfield. In an audience that took place in the early afternoon of Saturday, January 27, 1515, Francis declared that “the marriage between the queen, the English king’s sister, and the late king, my predecessor, was for a great cause that should endure.”7


This did not, however, resolve the matter at hand. There were still three queens at the French court and one wished to leave and marry the man of her choice: the Duke of Suffolk.


In haste, and out of love and passion, the couple married in secret on March 3, 1515. Consumed with guilt, Suffolk wrote to Wolsey, “begging for your help in this difficult matter.”8 When Wolsey revealed that he had no other choice but to show the letter to the king, Henry VIII, both lovers hastily wrote to him, asking for forgiveness and acceptance.


Mary showed more courage than regret:


I beg you to remember that I have sacrificed myself for the good of the Christendom when you dispatched me to marry Louis who was very aged and sickly. I did so on condition that if I survived him I would marry whom I like. Since my husband is dead, remembering the great virtue in my Lord of Suffolk to whom I have always been of good mind as you well know, I chose to marry him.9


Their secret marriage was technically an act of treason, as the couple should have requested the king’s consent beforehand. Indeed, some privy councillors urged Suffolk’s arrest and execution. Instead, the king chose to fine the couple heavily, and the marriage remained. It was even legitimized by Pope Clement VII years later in 1528.
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