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Author’s Notes


NOTE ON DATES


For the dates in this book, the Old Style has been retained, but the year is assumed to have begun on 1 January, and not on Lady Day, the feast of the Annunciation (i.e. 25 March), which was by custom the first day of the calendar year in France, Spain and Italy until 1582, in Scotland until 1600, and in England, Wales and Ireland until 1752.


NOTE ON CURRENCY


In citing units of currency, the old sterling denominations of pounds, shillings and pence have been retained. A hundred marks were worth £66 13s 4d.


NOTE ON TRANSCRIPTION


The spelling and orthography of primary sources in quotations are always given in modernised form. Modern punctuation and capitalisation are provided where there is none in the original manuscript.




IN MEMORY OF MY PARENTS




PROLOGUE


The Hand of Fate


Their way lit by the flickering light from great wax torches, and to the soothing sound of chanted prayers, the mourners walked solemnly towards the three black-draped barges ready at the river’s edge. Amongst them were the leading men of the land, entrusted with the sombre task of accompanying the tiny coffin containing the body of the infant prince to its resting place with his ancestors in the Abbey Church of St Peter’s at Westminster just a few miles away. It was February and bitterly cold. The icy waters of the Thames lapped against the sides of the vessels, the leafless trees stood stark and sentinel as if to guard the baby on whom so many hopes had rested, the breath of the oarsmen was clearly visible as they watched the casket being gently brought aboard. The final journey had begun.


A tolling of the bells could be heard as the cortège made its way slowly from the royal palace of Richmond where the child had died so suddenly, to the Abbey where the monks waited patiently. All would be done according to strict protocol and tradition, every minute detail of the prescribed ceremonial observed. Eight royal officers – yeomen and grooms of the household – were stationed at the door of St Peter’s to receive the tall funeral torches: thick wax and resin candles fixed into wooden holders, carried by the twenty appointed torch bearers. The choir, which faced the sanctuary, and the catafalque on which the coffin would be placed, were draped with over three hundred yards of black cloth, arranged under the meticulous supervision of Ralph Jenet, the yeoman of the Wardrobe of Beds. He could never have performed a more poignant task for the king his master. The air inside the church was heavy with the smell of the burning wax and the soft fragrance of the incense.


Light and colour abounded, for all was decorated for the glory of God. The walls were covered with paintings in vibrant reds and blues and greens and yellows, or with richly embroidered hangings, which glittered with gold and silver thread. Sculptures of stone angels smiled benignly down on the intricately carved friezes of birds, flowers and foliage adorning the tracery around the monuments or the niches encircling the painted and gilded statues of saints. Diffused light of every shade and hue flowed through the panes of the towering stained-glass windows. The dancing flames of hundreds of candles were everywhere. The shrine, shimmering with gold and precious stones, containing the remains of St Edward the Confessor, a founder of the Abbey, was housed in its own chapel together with sacred relics such as a thorn from the crown of thorns, the girdle of the Virgin Mary and a phial protecting a few drops of the blood of Christ. The chapel stood proudly in the heart of the church, just behind the high altar, itself a stunning testament to medieval skill, craftsmanship and faith. It was the perfect setting for the burial of a prince.


More than four hundred people were present at the interment. One hundred and eighty paupers held yet more torches as they walked in the procession. They took their role in the ceremony very seriously because the prayers of the poor would help those facing divine judgment. Five of the king’s knights carried specially made funeral banners. Then came the elaborate hearse swathed in more than seven yards of black cloth of gold and decorated by painters who had worked day and night to complete it. Four knights reverently bore the coffin, covered with black cloth of gold and with a white cloth of gold cross upon it, over which there was a canopy held by four more knights. Four earls, a marquess, barons and yet more knights followed. Next came chaplains, preachers, those who were ‘daily waiters upon the prince’, even two knights whose job it was to ensure that the correct order of precedence was maintained amongst the congregation. Nothing was left to chance. The mourning robes themselves were graded in fabric and richness according to the rank of the wearers, the chief of whom wore hoods covering their heads.


The king had chosen the child’s final resting place carefully. He was placed as near as possible to those previous kings whose ranks he could join only in death. Although he would never sit upon St Edward’s Chair with the crown upon his head, he would lie on the left-hand side of the altar, close to the canopied tomb of Edmund Crouchback, the youngest son of Henry III, a few steps from the Chapel of St Edward.


The customary, consoling words of the Latin burial service began; the coffin was ritually sprinkled with holy water and censed at each of the four sides and, as the echo of the final prayers and the antiphons led by the king’s composer and musician, Robert Fayrfax, faded away, everyone left the confines of the church. The monks could once again carry out their daily routines uninterrupted by the formalities of state. And the baby could sleep.


It was all so different from just seven weeks earlier when his birth was announced on New Year’s Day, 1511. His parents were King Henry VIII of England and his queen, Katherine of Aragon. He was their first living child. They were still young – the king was not yet twenty, although Katherine was almost six years older – and both were delighted that the succession was now assured. The boy seemed healthy; there was every reason to believe that he would be joined by brothers and sisters in due course. Henry was so grateful that he rode to the shrine of Our Lady at Walsingham, in Norfolk, to give thanks, a journey of about two hundred miles. Bonfires were lit in the streets of London to celebrate the birth; free wine provided for some lucky revellers; the happy news proclaimed throughout the kingdom and to the royal courts of Europe. The child was christened Henry after his father and grandfather, the first Tudor monarch.


In the second week of February, Henry VIII and Katherine attended two days of magnificent jousts in the child’s honour at the palace of Westminster. The queen presided over the tournament serenely, secure in the knowledge that she had fulfilled her primary function as consort by producing a son. On the second day, she presented the prizes to the victors, including one to her husband, for Henry joined the lists as the gallant ‘Loyal Heart’. The chief nobles of the land were all there. No one imagined that the little prince would die just ten days later and would lie in a grave not far from the tiltyards.


Nor could anyone have known then that Henry and Katherine would become only too familiar with grief. The king at first tried to hide his sorrow and comfort the queen with thoughts of the family they would one day have but, despite her numerous pregnancies and many long hours spent in prayer, Katherine managed to give birth to only one child who lived to grow up. And that was a girl, Princess Mary. What use was she in a masculine age when prowess on the battlefield could decide the success or ruin of a dynasty?


Henry understood this only too well. There was little he would not do to gain the son he needed. In the process, his country was changed for ever and few of his subjects were untouched, although some were more affected than others. One of the knights who had jousted with the king on that carefree day, and who later helped carry the body of the tiny child, was Sir Thomas Boleyn, a courtier very much in favour with his sovereign. Thomas and his wife, Elizabeth Howard, had two daughters and a son. The girls’ names were Anne and Mary and their brother was George. When the mourners entered Westminster Abbey on that raw February day, these children were playing with their attendants. So was a little girl, one Jane Parker, who would one day marry George Boleyn. They grew up blissfully unaware that the direction of their lives and even their ultimate fate would be so determined by the death of a prince they had never seen. Those four children were not to know that one would become a queen, one would eventually lead a life of relative obscurity, three would face the headsman’s axe and Jane’s reputation would become tarnished with tales of adultery, incest and betrayal.




THE EARLY YEARS
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Childhood


It was time to go. The horses shifted and stamped restlessly. They always seemed to know when a long journey was imminent. The carts were laden with fashionable clothes, domestic items, everything needed to make life comfortable. Servants and escorts stood ready too. For Lord Morley’s daughter, Jane Parker, a new life was about to begin. She rode out towards London, leaving behind her family home at Great Hallingbury.


Until now, the Tudor mansion, built by Lord Morley, had been her world. The solid, red-bricked house replaced an earlier Morley dwelling that had nestled in the same Essex village for over three hundred years. It was huge, a magical place for giggling children to hide and play. Scattered amongst the richly carved oak furniture and plate inside the building were many reminders of Lord Morley’s mother, Alice Lovel. When she died in 1518, Alice made generous bequests to her son. Lord Morley could sleep in the bed of cloth of gold and tawny velvet that she left him. He could sit in her ‘best chair’, which probably stood in the long gallery, now equipped by Lord Morley with expensive linenfold panelling and tall, graceful windows. Alice’s gilt bowl, emblazoned with her own coat of arms as well as that of her first husband, was on display for all to see. Also on view was an even older and more precious heirloom, the special cup with its gilt cover that Alice said was ‘gotten’ by her ancestors. One of the exquisitely embroidered wall hangings also came from her. Lord Morley had been allowed to choose whichever one he wanted from her estate. Everything fitted perfectly into his newly constructed home, which was one of the finest in the county. Its grounds were impressive too. If the weather was fine, Jane roamed happily outside in the carefully tended gardens, which stretched for over two acres. There was an orchard, to provide apples, pears and quinces for the quince marmalade that everyone loved. There was a pond, surrounded by trees and stocked with fish. There was a long brick stable block and hay loft, so necessary for the Morley horses, surmounted by tall red Tudor chimneys. Whether Great Hallingbury, or Hallingbury Morley as her father preferred to call it, was snuggling under thick snow or basking in the warm sunshine of a summer’s afternoon, the setting was idyllic, especially during those few precious years of childhood when the years pass slowly and growing up seems so far away.


Just a short walk across the fields from the house was the parish church of St Giles. It is still standing. Built largely of flint and limestone, with a square bell tower, it is small and intimate. The nave, forty-five feet long, with circular windows set deeply into the walls, led into the chancel through a round arch constructed of Roman bricks, for there had once been a Roman site here. It was probably in this pretty church, so much the heart of the village, that Jane was baptised. About the year 1505, the tiny girl was carried to the porch of St Giles by her mother’s midwife. Lady Morley was not present as it was customary for mothers not to re-enter society until they had been churched, or purified, about forty days after giving birth. With Jane’s godparents at her side, the midwife gently took her inside for the baptism itself. There, at the stone font, before the richly carved rood screen and amidst the painted walls and brightly coloured statues of saints, the baby was welcomed into the great Catholic fold. Lord and Lady Morley knew how important it was that babies be received into the protection of the Church as quickly as possible after their birth. Life was unpredictable and diseases often struck without warning; they did not want their little daughter to fall into limbo, the dreadful nothingness that awaited the souls of unbaptised children. Everything, therefore, was correctly done. The priest blessed Jane with holy oil on her shoulders and chest, on her right hand and on her forehead. Salt was placed into her mouth so that she would be ‘freed from all uncleanness, and from all assault of spiritual wickedness’. She was dipped three times into the sacred water in the font. She was anointed with holy chrism. The godparents, whose names are lost to us, vowed to ensure that Jane’s mother and father kept her ‘from fire and water and other perils’ and to make certain that she knew ‘the Pater noster, Ave and Creed, after the law of all holy church’. They told the priest the name chosen for her: she was christened Jane, possibly after her father’s sister, another Jane Parker. Family ties were always important.


As she rode away from these familiar surroundings, Jane knew how important those ties were. She had every reason to feel pride in her lineage. Her father, Sir Henry Parker, Lord Morley, was a peer of the realm, owning lands in Norfolk, Buckinghamshire and Herefordshire as well as in Essex. He came from ancient stock. His ancestors had played their part in tumultuous events over the centuries, helping to quell the Peasants’ Revolt and fighting for king and country in the Hundred Years War against England’s traditional enemy, France. Yes, Jane could feel proud.


She knew, of course, that it could all have been otherwise. The family lands and title came through Jane’s grandmother, Alice Lovel. Alice’s brother, a previous Lord Morley, died in Flanders fighting for Edward IV. However, although he had died a hero, he also died without children so his entire estate went to Alice. Girls sometimes had their uses. But Alice’s first marriage, to Sir William Parker, Jane’s grandfather, had brought the family close to disaster: Sir William Parker had fought on the wrong side at the Battle of Bosworth. He supported the doomed Richard III against Henry Tudor, the victorious Henry VII. Sir William survived the battle but the new king never really trusted him. His son, the young Henry Parker, the future Lord Morley and Jane’s father, was fortunate to have been brought up in the household of Lady Margaret Beaufort, Henry VII’s mother.


Stern and formidable she might be, but Lady Margaret was loyal to those she took under her wing. She was particularly concerned that the little boy should receive what she felt was his due, especially when his mother remarried after Sir William’s death. Lady Margaret paid 500 marks to Alice’s new husband, Sir Edward Howard, to make sure that young Henry Parker kept some family land, presumably at Great Hallingbury. Sir Edward adhered to the bargain and also remembered his stepson in his will of 1512. He bequeathed the manor of Morley Hall in Norfolk to his wife, Alice, for her lifetime after which it would pass to Jane’s father. The legacy did not come without conditions, however. In exchange, Morley was required to give land worth 10 marks a year to the prior and convent of Ingham in Norfolk or forfeit Morley Hall to them. Morley was lucky that Alice and Sir Edward had no children to complicate the situation further. Sir Edward had sired two bastards for whom he did his best to provide: he asked the king to choose one, the other being allocated to Charles Brandon, Duke of Suffolk. Howard hoped their new guardians would be ‘good’ lords to his sons but, as an extra safeguard, he left the boys money to help them set ‘forth in the world’.


This did not, of course, affect Lord Morley or his inheritance. In fact, as far as Jane’s father was concerned, the Howard marriage, which might have proved so awkward, brought him both land and valuable connections at court. The Howards were a very influential family. Sir Edward’s father was the Duke of Norfolk, one of the leading men in the land, and Sir Edward’s sister, Elizabeth, had married Sir Thomas Boleyn. Sir Thomas was a rising star, an ideal companion to the gregarious Henry VIII, certainly a man it was advantageous to know. And he was a neighbour, for, like the Morleys, the Boleyns owned lands in Essex and Norfolk. Being linked to the Boleyns created more associations since Thomas had sisters who married into other Norfolk or Essex families. His sister Anne, for example, married Sir John Shelton, Alice married Sir Robert Clere and Margaret married Sir John Sackville. Although the interrelationships were complicated, Lord Morley had every reason to believe that he and his family would gain from them. And Sir Thomas Boleyn had a son, George, who was more or less Jane’s age. Who knew what time might bring?


Certainly, as she rode to London, Jane understood that her destiny lay outside the confines of Great Hallingbury. Even while she enjoyed those brief years of childhood, Jane realised that they were but a preparation for the future – hers. Lord and Lady Morley took the upbringing of their children very seriously. It was their duty. Both boys and girls must be taught all that society demanded if they were to take their rightful place when the time came. Lord Morley had a love of learning that lasted his whole life. Educated at Oxford himself, he wanted a stimulating and rigorous education for his son and heir, Henry. Expertise in the classics, however, was not something to encourage in his daughters. No husband would want a wife who was more knowledgeable than himself. Jane’s schooling was therefore designed to fit her for the role of a wife and mother. She stayed at home in those early years, learning how to read and write, how to supervise servants and run a large household, and how to harness the healing properties of common herbs so that she could treat everyday ailments. Then, of course, there was needlework. Jane spent hours quietly sewing and perfecting convoluted yet delicate stitches. In this she was not alone, as most wealthy women excelled in this pastime. Even Queen Katherine made shirts for her husband and thought nothing of mending them herself as a sign of her love. And, perhaps Jane’s greatest pleasure, she learnt the rudiments of dancing and music. A talented musician himself, the king delighted in everything musical. He revelled in the highly choreographed and glittering masques performed after supper at court. In these spectacular entertainments, favourite gentlemen strutted about in elaborate costumes, playing the roles of holy pilgrims, mysterious strangers or brave knights ready to rescue damsels in distress. The prettiest and most accomplished of the ladies always got the best parts. For Jane, it was as well to be ready. Opportunities to be on show before the entire court did not come easily, even for the daughter of a peer. Chances had to be seized.


That is, naturally, if God willed it so. Religion underpinned everything. While still a child, Jane was instructed with the underlying beliefs of Catholicism. She learnt about the sacrifice of Christ and the sacrament of the mass. She took comfort in the gentle goodness of the Virgin Mary who, along with the saints, could intercede for her with God. She prayed for the pope in Rome and she prayed for the king and queen. With her rosary beads in her hands, Jane recited the prayers she was taught, attending the services that were conducted in the Morleys’ private chapel within the house itself. The Latin words of the mass became familiar to her as she knelt with her relatives and servants before the altar and watched the priest use the chalice and other religious ornaments given by the late Alice Lovel. Before her were the terrifyingly vivid doom pictures painted on the church walls, which showed the souls of the righteous led into heaven by saints, martyrs and winged angels while the damned were dragged away to eternal torment by laughing devils and monsters. She was thankful that the Catholic Church stood between herself and the horrors of hell, for the Church was invincible.


It also preserved the fabric of society and the established hierarchy. For Jane, this meant that, next to the king, her father was the most revered person in her life. He was head of the family and took all the major decisions. One day he would arrange her betrothal and she would be expected to conform to his wishes. Every family chose their children’s spouses with infinite care. Marriage was, after all, a contract. It brought material and social advantages to both sides. It was not something to be entered into lightly. It was what she was being trained for and one day it would happen.


Of course, it would also bring responsibilities. Jane had only to watch her own mother to appreciate the complexities of the life that awaited her. Alice St John was the daughter of Sir John St John, a prosperous and respected Bedfordshire landowner. Her wedding to Lord Morley was brokered by Lady Margaret Beaufort, Morley’s patroness and a relative of the St Johns. Jane saw how well the match worked. Alice gave birth to at least five children: Jane herself, her sister Margaret, presumably named after Lady Margaret, who helped pay the christening expenses for the Morley progeny, another sister Elizabeth, and two sons, Henry, the heir, and his brother Francis. Childbirth was both painful and hazardous but it did not interfere very much with a noblewoman’s other duties. Although the bond between mother and baby could be as strong then as it is now, Lady Morley was not required to care for any of her offspring herself; wet-nurses and servants did that. She supervised their upbringing only in the most general of terms. In fact, Jane rarely saw her mother when she was very young for, like so many women of her station, Lady Morley accompanied her husband on his visits to court, sometimes staying away from the family houses for long periods. As a peer, Lord Morley had to play his part in the affairs of state. For most nobles, this meant engaging in the dangerous jousting that the king so enjoyed and fighting in the wars against France. Morley, however, was no soldier. Eventually, he served Henry with his pen, as a writer and translator of classical texts but, in the meantime, attendance at court was a painless way of proving his loyalty and doing his duty. Naturally, Lady Morley went with him, as, once she was old enough, did Jane.


Unsurprisingly, since her true importance still lay in the future, much of Jane’s early life is undocumented. There was nothing unusual or noteworthy in the way in which she was brought up. As a way of widening experience, it was customary for young girls of her class, while in their early teens, to be sent away from home to serve in the households of other rich noblewomen. Sir Thomas Boleyn sent his two daughters abroad; little Catherine Howard, another relation of Jane’s through marriage, spent her formative years with the Duchess of Norfolk. For the Morleys, the crucial decision was not whether or not to let Jane go, it was her destination. The most envied situation of all for a girl was admittance to the royal court in the train of a great lady. The greatest lady of all was the queen. Mothers schemed and plotted furiously to place their daughters with her. And very possibly, this is what happened to Jane. In his series of poems, ‘Metrical Visions’, George Cavendish, who knew her personally, wrote that Jane was ‘brought up at court’ all of her ‘young age’. Certainly, when Jane departed from Great Hallingbury and left childhood behind, she travelled to a new life, a life that was centred on the court of Henry VIII with all its intrigue, jealousies and sheer exuberant luxury. It was an environment that she would never really leave.
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All that Glisters


From the moment that she walked into Henry’s court, Jane entered another world. It was a world of complete opulence, a world in which everything that could make life more comfortable and more pleasurable was abundantly provided. The king demanded only the best. His palaces were richly furnished; his plate was silver, gilt or even gold. At night, the twinkling flames from hundreds of candles, firmly secured into the branches of gilt candelabra, glowed against the wooden panelling or brought alive the deep colours of the priceless tapestries that adorned so many walls. The evening suppers comprised course after course. Venison, veal, lamb, peacock, quail, heron, pigeon, turbot, salmon, bream – anything could appear, perhaps flavoured with exotic spices like pepper, mace, nutmeg or saffron. By day, there could be hunting, jousting, tournaments; after supper, the haunting melodies of Henry’s musicians could fill the air or there could be dancing or even a masque or pageant to delight the eye. Amidst this moved the rich, the famous, the glamorous, resplendent in bright, stylish garments glinting with precious stones. Jane did not see the king or queen every day, as they would often retire to their private or privy apartments to be served only by the select few who were allowed admittance, and there were plenty of hours to be whiled away in quiet sewing, but for a girl fresh from the calm tranquillity of rural Essex, the sights and sounds of those first days were almost unbelievable.


Jane was barely given time to take it all in before she was on the move. This was not unusual, as the court was not fixed in one place. Its personnel followed Henry from palace to palace and he moved frequently so that each building could be thoroughly cleaned to reduce the threat of disease. In fact, he had such a dread of infection that he refused to be in any city where there was a hint of contagion. This move, however, was entirely different: it meant crossing the Channel to the English port of Calais. Near there, in June 1520, Henry met the French king, Francis, for a series of discussions arranged by Henry’s principal minister, Cardinal Thomas Wolsey, in the glittering extravaganza that came to be known as the Field of Cloth of Gold. And Jane travelled there with her king.


She was, of course, not alone. Since they were bitter rivals, neither Henry nor Francis wanted to be upstaged by the other. Thus, they were accompanied by their queens, by the most important people of their kingdoms and by an army of servants and attendants. The names of many of those who embarked at Dover with the king are known. They range from the great Dukes of Buckingham and Suffolk, to knights of the shires, to gentlemen such as Thomas More, down to hirelings like Thomas Wilson, a farrier. Then, amongst the list of Katherine’s gentlewomen, we find the name of Mistress Parker, the form of address that was commonly used for Jane as the daughter of Sir Henry Parker, Lord Morley. In fact, almost six thousand men and women were assembled from each side. The sheer logistics of transporting them, let alone housing and feeding them, were a nightmare. Fortunately for Henry, Wolsey was the perfect man for the job. Indeed, Wolsey seemed capable of anything. He oversaw absolutely every detail connected with the meeting, although even he was forced to delegate some of the arrangements. A central figure in this was Sir Richard Wingfield, the resident ambassador in France, whose sterling efforts in liaising with the French court ensured that both sides did exactly the same thing and arrived with exactly the same numbers in their entourage. For the French to flaunt their superior wealth would never do. However, as an experienced diplomat in his own right, Wingfield was astute enough to be punctilious in consulting Wolsey on every detail that cropped up, no matter how trivial. And it was Wolsey who had engineered the talks in the first place.


This was no mean feat. The English nobles were never happier than when fighting their traditional enemy; Henry shared their enthusiasm. Since he always believed himself the rightful King of France, and felt fully justified in using the title even though the only French land that England possessed was the port of Calais and the area around it, persuading him to these talks required all of Wolsey’s ‘filed tongue and ornate eloquence’. Now that everyone had braved the Channel crossing, though, the fashionable humanist concept of peace and harmony captured their imaginations, especially since the celebrations themselves were so bewitching. In any case, war was a cripplingly expensive pastime and no one wanted Wolsey to concentrate on the vexatious question of increased taxation. No, supporting their king in a face-to-face meeting, designed to bring about peace in Europe, was acceptable, even exciting. There was bound to be a good joust or two to look forward to; they would provide a welcome excuse to parade English military prowess. And Henry was determined to put on a first-rate show. His England might be the smallest of the big three powers compared to the dominions of Francis and Katherine’s nephew, Charles V, King of Spain and Holy Roman Emperor, but it was civilised, cultured and sophisticated. He would prove it.


So it was that Jane and the rest of the court sailed across the Channel with their king. Her first sight of Calais was its stout walls as they became distinctly visible in the distance; it was a sight that she was destined to see again in very different circumstances. A few days after landing at Calais, Henry and his party moved on to the town of Guisnes, where a temporary palace had been erected for him. According to the chronicler Edward Hall, it was ‘the most noble and royal lodging before seen’. It was connected to the castle of Guisnes by a special gallery ‘for the secret passage of the king’s person into a secret lodging within the same castle the more for the king’s ease’. The building itself was ‘sumptuous’. It had stone foundations with walls partly of brick and partly of wood, in which tall glass windows were set, clearly a miracle of Tudor engineering. There were two pillars at the entrance with statues of Bacchus and Cupid ‘from which flowed streams of malmsey and claret into silver cups’. The interior was just as breathtaking. Apartments were prepared for Henry, for Katherine, for Henry’s sister, Mary, the Dowager Queen of France (a title she retained until her death) and now the wife of the Duke of Suffolk, and, significantly, for the cardinal also.


Preparations for the king s reception had been under way for weeks. The Lord Chamberlain and officers of the Wardrobe had been sent over to France to get everything ready for him forty days before he was due to arrive. They carefully draped the ceilings of the rooms with silk. Cloth of gold or silver was bought by the yard and used lavishly, as were silver damask and black, yellow and crimson velvets. The Great Hall provided the ideal gallery in which to show his tapestry collection to perfection. These hangings were crafted in vibrant colours, in threads of gold and silver, with subjects taken from many Biblical stories. One of particular beauty portrayed a scene in which King David coveted Bathsheba. It is hardly surprising that all who saw them marvelled. For Henry, expense was a minor issue; visible magnificence was paramount, and that applied to every single part of the edifice. With cloth of gold hangings on the walls, some set with pearls, and gold candlesticks, crosses and other religious ornaments gleaming on the altar, the chapel within the palace was particularly dazzling. Vestments given by Henry VII to Westminster Abbey had been borrowed and packed reverently for use within it. Like their king, no English courtier wanted to be eclipsed by the French. All took pride in this display of English wealth and craftsmanship. That the stunning French pavilion, a patently fragile structure of gold brocade, its ceiling decorated with stars of gold foil, had to be dismantled after four days because of the wind and rain was especially gratifying to the chauvinistic English. Their palace stayed up despite the weather. Wolsey’s careful preparations had paid off.


Never one to waste an opportunity, Wolsey managed to find time to talk with French clergy and ambassadors while Henry and Francis resolutely threw themselves into the serious business of entertaining each other during the two and a half weeks or so that the meeting lasted. They jousted, banqueted, performed in astonishingly costumed masques and once had an ostensibly playful wrestle which, to Henry’s chagrin, Francis won. They even managed to squeeze in a discussion on joint policy, talking, inevitably, in a golden tent. The jousts were a particular favourite for the crowds of spectators, who revelled in Henry’s exploits as, with his horse draped in cloth of gold, he broke spears time and time again until ‘he finished his courses right nobly and like a prince of most valiance’. These bouts were fought before a remarkable tree of honour with leaves of green damask and cloth of gold. Jane’s senses reeled from being a part, even an unimportant part, of what was being thought of as a wonder of the world. She also had fun. At one banquet, given by Katherine for Francis while Henry was feasted by the French queen, Claude, Francis insisted on kissing all of Katherine’s ladies except for four or five whom he considered ‘old and not fair’. So Jane, who was neither, was kissed by a king.


Then, on Saturday 23 June, came the climax of the entire event, a great mass. Jane took her seat in the stands just before ten in the morning. Dressed in scarlet, the cardinals and legates of England and France made their way on to the platform. The French bishops and archbishops, who sat close to the altar, came next. They were followed by the English bishops whose task that day was to serve as deacons and subdeacons, usually too lowly a duty for them. Once all were ready, the joyous notes of Henry’s musicians of the Chapel Royal rose to the heavens. Some of these were young boys with clear, pure, unbroken voices but there were adult singers too. Amongst them was Robert Fayrfax, who had performed so movingly at the funeral of Henry’s baby son a few years earlier.


Jane sat with the other ladies of Katherine’s entourage in the same stands from which they had watched the jousts. The service was sung from a wooden chapel built overnight in those very tiltyards. Everyone who was anyone was there on that day, from the king’s sister, Mary, to various young gentlemen of the privy chamber such as William Carey and Henry Norris. Jane’s mother, Lady Morley, whose name, along with that of her husband, appears on the roll of those who were to be in Katherine’s retinue, sat close to her daughter. The Boleyns, Sir Thomas and his wife, Elizabeth, were near by, as was their daughter, Mary, still a newlywed as she had married William Carey a few months previously. Mary Carey and Jane, both listed as ‘gentlewomen’, had time to become acquainted. No doubt Thomas and Elizabeth enjoyed chatting and reminiscing to Bridget, the wife of Sir Richard Wingfield, who had grown up in Stone Castle in Kent, a few miles from the Boleyn estate at Hever. Her father still lived there. For the Boleyns, the event probably provided the chance of a family reunion. Their second daughter, Anne, was a member of Queen Claude’s household. While Anne is not mentioned in the roll of names on the English side, it is likely that she was present with her royal mistress. Perhaps Jane was able to meet, for the first time, the woman who was to become both her queen and her sister-in-law. It is also possible that Jane’s future husband, George Boleyn, was there, for knights were allowed to bring attendants and Sir Thomas may well have decided to offer his only son the experience of a lifetime.


But the real star of the event was Cardinal Wolsey. Wearing jewelled vestments, brimming with confidence and totally in charge, he dominated the proceedings just as he dominated Henry’s government. Everyone knew his story. The son of an Ipswich butcher and himself an Oxford graduate, Thomas Wolsey had been chaplain to several officials before entering royal service as chaplain to Henry VII. From the employ of the father, he passed smoothly to that of the son. Once made a member of the Royal Council in 1510, he never looked back. He greedily collected Church benefices, including the archbishopric of York, becoming a cardinal and then a papal legate, an office that made every other churchman in England subject to his authority. Despite being a newcomer to Henry’s court, even Jane was fully aware that Wolsey’s hold over the Church was mirrored by his grip on the state. He ‘ruled all under the king’. Nothing was beneath his notice nor outside his sphere of influence. As Lord Chancellor, he controlled the legal system; as the king’s chief minister, he controlled everything else. In the process, he became incredibly rich, with a palatial lifestyle similar to that of the king his master. He epitomised magnificence on a major scale. His London residence of York Place, his by right as Archbishop of York, was transformed by massive building works to make it a more suitable setting for the man who had become a prince of the Church. His pride and joy was Hampton Court by the River Thames.


Jane knew from court gossip how Wolsey lived. She heard that in just one room at Hampton Court, he displayed astonishing quantities of plate of gilt, plate of pure gold, silver and gilt candlesticks, and allowed candle lights to burn in dishes of silver and gilt. When he dined, he sat in solitary splendour under a cloth of estate. When he rode his mule in public, the animal’s trappings were of crimson velvet, its stirrups were gold, and the cardinal was preceded by a procession of attendants and footmen, some of whom carried crosses of gold or silver. A nobleman ‘or some worthy gentleman’ was required to carry before him the great seal and his cardinal’s hat. All for the son of a butcher. Indeed, no matter how far back any aristocrat could trace his ancestry, he would have to take second place to the cardinal who now ‘ruled all them that before ruled him’. Stories abounded of how this so affronted the proud Duke of Buckingham that he had not been able to conceal his anger but, while it might rankle, as long as Wolsey remained in Henry’s ‘especial grace and favour’, no one dared to criticise him. On that June day in 1520, Wolsey basked in his own importance.


As he began the high mass at noon, all eyes were upon the area around the altar. In front of the cardinal were the two kings and their queens. Jane, like the rest of the English contingent, looked with pride upon her sovereign. At roughly six feet tall, Francis did indeed match Henry for height, both men towering over most of their contemporaries; it was also true that Francis enjoyed a reputation as a poet and sportsman. But, for the English, no one could surpass Henry. Almost thirty, three years older than Francis, he was very much in his prime. His reddish hair shone in the sun like the gold that surrounded him and his muscular, athletic body, honed through physical sports, was still as impressive as when he had become king when not quite eighteen years of age.


Then, this beautiful young man, with his chivalrous demeanour, affability, approachability and love of learning, had appeared like a god to a country used to his avaricious father, Henry VII, who had given the impression of being born middle-aged and cunning. When he first tried to describe the new king, the chronicler Edward Hall was uncharacteristically lost for words. He felt unable to ‘express the gifts of grace and of nature, that God hath endowed him with all’. There was nothing in which Henry did not excel. He danced, he sang, he played the lute, the virginals and possibly the harp, he composed. Clearly, he entranced the Venetian ambassador, Sebastian Giustinian. Watching Henry play tennis was ‘the prettiest thing in the world’, he wrote, with Henry’s ‘fair skin glowing through a shirt of the finest texture’. He spent hours in the saddle hunting, managing to ‘tire eight or ten horses’ stationed along his route; he took part in tournaments as the queen’s loyal knight. And he combined these attributes with a deep and genuine interest in theology and devout religious observance, hearing mass several times a day.


At first, no one could believe their luck in having such a ruler and, even by 1520, nine years later, there was still no reason for anyone to think otherwise. Of course, it was true that Henry relied greatly on Cardinal Wolsey, whose wealth and flamboyance appeared to be growing with every day that passed, but, after all, the king was God’s representative on earth and his wishes were supreme. It was common knowledge that Henry despised the dreary grind of mundane affairs of state and loathed those councillors who tried to persuade him to attend to them. He expected to be able to enjoy being king and ‘loved nothing worse than to be constrained to do anything contrary to his royal will and pleasure’. It was hardly surprising that he felt ‘affection and love’ for Wolsey. The cardinal’s tireless labour left the king freer to pursue his own interests, many of which, like hunting and jousting, were the interests of his nobles too. There were times when he and his favourite courtiers were simply all young men together. Provided his position was never forgotten, Henry could be both convivial and engaging.


Certainly the women of the court found him so. Who would not be flattered by the attentions of such a monarch? Jane was an adolescent, too immature for Henry. Once he started to register their existence, he realised that the court abounded with ladies only too willing to catch his eye and respond to his charms. He found a kindred spirit in the entrancing, vivacious Elizabeth Blount, one of his wife’s maids of honour. Like him, she enjoyed music and dancing and was his partner in the New Year revels of 1514. The couple soon became partners in other areas too. Five years later, Elizabeth presented her royal lover with a son, Henry Fitzroy. Elizabeth was not present at the Field of Cloth of Gold, since by then the affair was over. Was the king perhaps ready to look elsewhere?


It was obvious, even to Jane, that Henry’s attention was no longer focused on his wife. Conjugal bliss had definitely ebbed. Jane watched as Katherine knelt with her husband at the start of the mass. The queen was much loved and respected for her virtue and piety but she was no longer the shy, delicately featured girl who had arrived from Spain to marry Henry’s elder brother, Arthur, then Prince of Wales and Henry VII’s heir. The marriage, designed to cement Anglo-Spanish amity, lasted only five months before Arthur died. His brother’s premature demise meant that Henry had succeeded to his offices, titles and, eventually, to their father’s throne. He had also replaced his brother in Katherine’s bed, marrying the widowed princess within two months of his own accession. The idealistic young Henry had been a devoted husband who delighted in his attractive and accomplished bride, for Katherine was very well educated and was probably a better Latin scholar than Henry himself. He had trusted her judgement; he had confidently left her in charge of the country as regent while he went to fight the French. In those early years, Henry and Katherine had looked good together, Katherine’s graceful figure a perfect foil to the ebullient, physical specimen that was her husband. But all of that was a long time ago. The Katherine who had so enchanted Henry was now portly, her soft prettiness a thing of the past. And the difference was noticed. Francis called her ‘old and deformed’ – by which he meant fat – in sharp contrast to Henry who was ‘young and handsome’. A root cause of the change was her frequent pregnancies.


Katherine’s gynaecological history was a nightmare. Every woman worshipping with her at the mass on that June day sympathised. The loss of little Prince Henry was not her only tragedy, nor was it her last. Her situation following the sudden death of Arthur had been difficult enough, as for several years it remained uncertain whether her marriage to his brother would actually take place. Once it did, she miscarried a daughter within months of the wedding. Then, after the anguish of losing the son they both wanted so badly, she lost in quick succession three more babies in miscarriages or stillbirths. Finally, in 1516, Princess Mary was born safely and, much to her parents’ relief, survived. Katherine doted on the child, but no one could get away from the fact that the infant was a princess and not a prince. The queen’s final pregnancy, a couple of years later, ended in the usual disaster with yet another dead daughter. Since then, despite Henry’s best efforts and her own increasingly desperate prayers, she had failed to conceive. Nonetheless, miracles did happen; the Bible was littered with examples of post-menopausal women who, at God’s will, became mothers. Henry might yet gain the heir he needed. Like all loyal English subjects, Jane hoped so.


Meanwhile, it was time for her to concentrate upon the ritual of the mass. Like everything else at the Field of Cloth of Gold, it was an example of Wolsey’s immaculate planning at its very best. Although he officiated, it was important for reasons of prestige that both countries played an equal part in the ceremony. Thus, there were both French and English musicians, who took it in turns to sing the sacred words, each group accompanied by the organist of the other nationality. Then, suddenly, as Jane followed the familiar words of the liturgy, there was an enormous crash. At first, no one was sure what it was. Some feared it was a ‘comet’, or even a ‘monster’ but such was the underlying Anglo-French distrust that thoughts of treachery flashed through the minds of many spectators. But then Jane, like everyone else, looked upwards. A massive firework, in the shape of a dragon or perhaps the salamander that was Francis’s emblem, streaked across the sky. It had come from the English encampment and had probably been intended to be let off later in the evening during the masques and entertainments. Although it is not clear what had gone wrong – we know only that a certain Thomas Wright was paid 20s 4d for the ‘canvas for the dragon’ – if the English had wanted to flaunt their superior expertise in firework manufacture by producing one to dumbfound the French, their wish was definitely granted. It was a display for all to remember. However, once the fuss had died down and the congregation was settled again, Wolsey calmly returned to the matter in hand and the service resumed. The pax, or gospel, was taken to the two kings to kiss by Cardinal de Bourbon. Slightly bemused as to the correct etiquette, Henry politely offered it to Francis first but he charmingly ‘refused the offer’. When Cardinal de Bourbon moved on to Katherine and Claude, neither queen knew what to do either so, to great delight, ‘kissed each other instead’. Finally, following a Latin discourse on the merits of peace proposed by William Pace, one of Henry’s secretaries, a papal indulgence, useful for reducing the time that souls spent in purgatory, was proclaimed and all was over.


At least, it was over for the moment. There was just about enough time for Jane and the other courtiers to prepare for that night’s frivolities. By now, she was becoming used to the ‘rich attires’ and ‘sumptuous jewels’ that she needed to wear in order to uphold her country’s honour, as well as to the vast menus of delicacies, produced by the legions of cooks, to tempt even the poorest appetite. As she watched the bonfires and heard the gunfire that rounded off the final evening’s entertainments, those years at Great Hallingbury seemed a lifetime away.


But this spectacle could not go on for ever. Tournament prizes were awarded to the bravest and best of the sportsmen; naturally, Henry and Francis were winners but so was Mary Boleyn’s husband, William Carey, clearly an up-and-coming young man within the royal circle. Then, after an exchange of presents – Henry gave Francis a jewelled collar and received a bracelet of precious stones in return – promises of peace were made and affectionate farewells said. Jane, her parents and the members of the court had to return home. All had gone so well. Everything had glittered and gleamed. There was peace between the old enemies and England was safe and secure under the wise government of its most bountiful king. And, as the hordes of weary servants set about packing up and clearing away all that remained of the Field of Cloth of Gold, Jane’s own chance to glitter and gleam was about to come.
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Château Vert


Jane’s first visit to Calais over, she returned to England with the rest of the royal entourage. By now, she was becoming more and more familiar with life at court. The wonders that it had held for her on her first arrival had subsided somewhat over time, but its addictive allure still held. The chance to mingle with the great and the good, and to be close to those whose decisions determined the fate of thousands, remained intoxicating. She knew that her parents would arrange her marriage eventually. It might mean a quiet, country lifestyle as a wife and mother with only rare and fleeting visits to the court. It might mean fewer trips to her husband’s estates but a more permanent arrangement for herself within the queen’s privy chamber while her spouse played his part in affairs of state. She was trained for both. Either would give her the status and security which were her birthright. However, until then, there was so much to bewitch and beguile. And, for a young and pretty girl surrounded by such interesting people, each moment was one to savour.


Every morning her maid helped her to dress. Lady Morley equipped her daughter with the very best and most fashionable of clothing: the jewel-set or embroidered sleeves, the slashed sleeves which allowed fine undersleeves to peep through, the Spanish farthingale to give the many skirts their shape, the tightly laced bodices, the silk stockings she needed for court entertainments, the soft leather, velvet or silk shoes, the jewellery. The list was endless but for Jane to hold her own, let alone to stand out, amongst those who were happy to parade their wealth on their backs, her parents accepted the outlay. Henry demanded no less from everyone around him. For Jane, these were carefree days. She mixed with the other young girls and flirted happily with the equally beautifully dressed young men. Nothing, of course, would come of such harmless dalliance. She knew the rules: love was verbal, not physical. Still, it all added a delicious frisson to everyday life, and just occasionally that frisson was needed for, as she saw for herself, Henry’s court was no make-believe world of cloudless skies and endless summer designed solely for hedonistic diversion.


Many of those who sauntered though the corridors and tapestry-covered walls of Henry’s palaces, or stopped to chat and laugh, seemed permanent fixtures. Some, like Sir Thomas Boleyn or the Dukes of Suffolk and Norfolk, were members of Henry’s Council. Although they had estates to run, their state responsibilities necessitated frequent attendance on the king. Others, like Jane’s own father, Lord Morley, were less regular visitors. But since everyone depended on the king for their position, no one was invincible. Proof of just how vulnerable even the most mighty truly were was brought home forcefully in 1521.


In that year, Edward Stafford, Duke of Buckingham – undoubtedly eminent if unpopular, a man rich enough to pay 20d for a haircut, more than five times the daily wage of most of the king’s servants – was executed for treason. No longer the open and approachable monarch of the early days, Henry had suddenly become so wary of the duke, and of other members of his court, that he had written a private letter to Wolsey in his own hand, in which he had ordered the cardinal ‘to make good watch on the duke of Suffolk, on the duke of Buckingham, on my lord of Northumberland, on my lord of Derby, on my lord of Wiltshire and on others which you think suspect’. The result had been Buckingham’s arrest.


Henry’s mysterious undated letter leaves no clue about how the duke had aroused his distrust. Perhaps it was due to a seemingly throwaway remark of Wolsey’s. Perhaps it was simply that the king’s worry about the lack of a male heir was beginning to niggle for, as Buckingham was a descendant of Edward III, his impeccable pedigree was conceivably dangerous. A proud and arrogant man, not only did the duke never forget his royal blood, he allowed no one else to forget it either. After listening recklessly to a prophecy that he would reign when Henry died, he went one stage further by allegedly vowing to kill the king should he ever be arrested. Evidence to that effect was given against him by, amongst others, Charles Knyvett, recently dismissed from the duke’s service. Whether the witnesses spoke the truth or were driven by a desire for revenge or concern for their own skins, their allegations were dynamite. Buckingham was doomed. It was common knowledge that it was treason merely to speculate on the king’s death, let alone to do anything to hasten it. Nevertheless, the trial was sensational, and the condemnation of such a formidable member of the old nobility was bound to send shivers down many a spine. Jane might well have heard a first-hand account of the proceedings since her father was in court as a member of the panel of peers who tried the case. It would not be Lord Morley’s only brush with treason trials.


Despite Buckingham’s death, life at court, with its sparkling conversation, its amusements and its flirtations, continued much as before. However, the international scene was gradually changing from the heady days of the Field of Cloth of Gold. That meeting had been between Henry and Francis only. The Emperor Charles V, Katherine’s nephew, had not been present. But although out of sight at the Field of Cloth of Gold, he was never out of mind. Physically, he was no match for either Henry or Francis, nor, by any obsequious stretch of the imagination, could he be called handsome, especially since he possessed the protruding jaw so characteristic of the Habsburgs. Yet he was, on paper, the most powerful man in Europe, controlling Spain, Burgundy and the Netherlands, parts of Italy, the Holy Roman Empire and much of the recently discovered New World, which promised riches beyond men’s dreams. Any ruler or minister who ignored him did so at their peril, and Henry was no exception. It was as well, then, that England’s relationship with Charles V was good. Indeed, Henry had discussions with the emperor both before and after his talks with Francis, delighting Katherine, who relished the rare opportunity to make personal contact with her sister’s busy son.


Unfortunately, the peace, which Wolsey had laboured so hard to broker, was precarious. It was really only a matter of time before Charles and Francis, his only realistic rival, were at each other’s throats. When that happened, Henry’s role was crucial. The complex negotiations which had preceded the Field of Cloth of Gold involved a universal peace treaty by which any signatory attacked by another should be supported by the rest. Trouble presented itself when Charles, protesting that Francis had violated the agreements, demanded Henry’s military and financial assistance. Although Wolsey resumed his diplomatic efforts to preserve the peace, it looked as though war was likely. Charles, anxious to press the king for help, sent ambassadors to England. His shrewd and wily resident representative, Bernardino De Mesa, a Dominican friar and bishop of Badajoz and Elne, was joined by Jacques de Caestres, a highly capable soldier, and Charles Poupet de Lachaulx, a man very much in the emperor’s confidence.


Jane’s chance to move into the spotlight came at an entertainment devised to impress these envoys. She was then about seventeen years old and good-looking or she would not have been on show, whether the daughter of a peer or not. The occasion was a pageant at the cardinal’s palace of York Place on Shrove Tuesday, 4 March 1522. Led by Wolsey and the king after supper, the ambassadors entered a ‘great chamber’ lit by hundreds of candles, its walls lined with vibrantly coloured tapestries, some probably echoing the action about to be performed. It was like going into a theatre just before the curtain rises. Attention immediately focused on the end of the room where an amazing imitation castle, Château Vert, was installed. It had three towers and battlements gleaming with green foil, each tower surmounted by a different flag suggesting the power that women could have: one depicted three men’s torn hearts, one a man’s heart held in a woman’s hand and the third showed a man’s heart being turned around. The spectators soon realised that in the towers were eight brilliantly dressed court ladies. In their white satin gowns, with their hair encased in gold cauls and with golden bonnets dotted with jewels on their heads, they looked magnificent, shining out against the iridescent green foil. The name of each lady’s character was picked out in yellow satin and sewn on to their costumes for the audience to see. The identity of the woman dressed as Pity is unknown, but we do know who the rest were. Mary, the French Queen, with recognisable typecasting, portrayed Beauty. Of the other six, five had been part of Katherine’s entourage at the Field of Cloth of Gold. The Countess of Devonshire was Honour. Mistress Browne represented Bounty and Mistress Dannet Mercy. Of the remaining three, it was their real lives which were destined to be fatally entwined. Mary Carey was Kindness, Jane was Constancy and Perseverance was played by Mary’s sister, Anne Boleyn, who had returned from the French court only recently and whose chic dress sense and cosmopolitan ways had already aroused male interest.


While these eight ladies epitomised agreeable female qualities, the castle was defended by eight more who represented contrary and unwanted attributes. They included Danger, Disdain, Jealousy, Unkindness, Scorn, Malbouche (slander or bad-mouthing) and Strangeness (remoteness or unapproachability). The name of the eighth is not recorded. They were, in fact, not women at all but children of Henry’s Chapel Royal. Dressed ‘like to women of India’, they guarded the castle from the eight gentlemen who, decked in cloth of gold with blue satin cloaks, then appeared. They, too, had names: Amorous, Nobleness, Youth, Attendance, Loyalty, Pleasure, Gentleness and Liberty. One, but we do not know which, was Henry himself, always eager to join in the revels whenever he could. The suitors were led by Ardent Desire, spectacularly arrayed in crimson satin, who was perhaps William Cornish, master of the Chapel Royal.


When Ardent Desire playfully asked the women to come down to meet his companions, the fun really began. The eight desirable ladies were so attracted to these gorgeously apparelled men that they were prepared to give up their castle, but Scorn and Disdain encouraged their fellow defenders to hold out. In what was almost slapstick comedy, the assault consisted of mock gunfire and the throwing of ‘dates and oranges and other fruits made for pleasure’ by the gentlemen, with similar weapons (rosewater and sweets from the real women, and ‘bows and balls’ from those of the Chapel Royal) being employed by those under attack. All who watched, enthralled, recognised this archetypical gentle method of defence; it surfaced in stories of romance and chivalry such as Roman de la Rose. At last the castle fell, and the less agreeable ‘women’ such as Scorn fled, leaving the gentlemen to escort Jane and the other ladies down from the turrets. Choreographed dancing took place to the gentle harmonies provided by hidden minstrels before everyone took off their masks so that all could see who they were. It was predictable perhaps, but magical to watch and even more magical for the performers. Despite her experiences at the Field of Cloth of Gold being vividly fresh in her mind, Jane could never before have spent such an evening. Henry might have taken the floor with his sister, Mary, but, equally, he might have chosen any one of the others. Perhaps he danced with the woman who was to be his ‘sweetheart’ and for whom he was to change his country for ever. We shall never know.


What we do know is that at a cost of £20 16s 4d, the whole event was not cheap. The ambassadors were regaled in some style. The green foil alone cost 3s and a barge with four rowers was hired to carry everything to York Place for a price of 13s 4d. Wherever possible garments were re-used but although this was true of the ladies’ satin dresses, their cauls were bought for the fabulous sum of 8s each, and the price of the yellow satin for their names was also 8s. This time, however, the ladies were allowed to keep their cauls and possibly the other costumes. Maybe Jane, who came to relish evenings like that, gained a tangible reminder of what was far from an ordinary entertainment, one in which she was specifically selected to be Constancy.


For that is what is so interesting. No longer inconspicuous, Jane was given a starring role in a pageant carefully designed to amuse the envoys of Charles V. That involved some responsibility. Being Lord Morley’s daughter would not alone confer such a degree of prominence unless it was combined with an attractive appearance, considerable dancing ability and a winning manner. Evidently, she had become an accepted gentlewoman of the court and could be trusted to be a credit to her king. However, time was passing. There was no disputing the fact that Jane Parker was of marriageable age. Pageants, dancing and silk stockings were all very well but the serious business of life was about to begin.
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A Suitable Match


In 1524, Lord Morley began talks which were to determine the direction of Jane’s life until the day she died: it was time for him to arrange her marriage. Wedlock was the most serious step any Tudor woman could take. Jane knew that once she left the safety of her own family, she would be dependent upon her husband for her status, her role in society, her financial security, her domicile, even for the clothes upon her back and the food she ate. Under the concept of coverture, her very identity would be subsumed in his: he was her lord and she was required by convention and religious duty to submit to his will. Her vows at the ceremony included her promise to be ‘buxom at bed and board’. In reality, of course, marriage was not an appalling fate but a career. To be unmarried was unthinkable. Most couples rubbed along quite well but were clear that the purpose of their union was primarily a property settlement to the advantage of their families and the birth of children to continue the dynasty. This did not preclude comfortable companionship, affection, love, or even sexual attraction, but these were bonuses to be hoped for, not expected as a right.


Such serious matters were not meant to trouble the minds of adolescent girls. Jane relied upon her father to sort them out for her. Once the decision concerning who was going to marry whom was taken, the hard bargaining over the bride’s settlement and jointure would begin in earnest. Mundane details such as organizing the banns, the church service and the bridal feast were easy in comparison. In fact, Lord Morley was becoming reasonably experienced in all things matrimonial. In 1521, he was concerned with a deed relating to the estates of his sister-in-law, Elizabeth Edgecombe, and then, more significantly, in May 1523, Henry Parker, his son and heir, was married to Grace Newport. This was, in every way, a most satisfying alliance. Grace was the daughter of John Newport, a landowner at Furneux Pelham and at Stapleford, both situated close to the border between Hertfordshire and Essex. Since these estates were within twelve or so miles of the Morley seat at Great Hallingbury, the two families were virtually neighbours – always an excellent reason for a marriage. Then, Grace was also Newport’s only heir so she would bring his lands to the Morleys. As her father died within eight days of the ceremony, she brought them sooner than anticipated. Admittedly, the girl was only eight years old, but that was not an insuperable obstacle; it just meant that consummation would have to wait for a few years. In normal circumstances, Grace would have lived with her father until puberty, keeping in touch with her young spouse via the occasional social meeting but, as things stood, it is more likely that she grew up within the Parker household.


Having successfully settled his son’s affairs, Lord Morley turned his attentions to those of his daughter, Jane. The first decision concerned the bridegroom. In this, Jane was lucky for she already knew him. Her father’s choice was George Boleyn, Sir Thomas Boleyn’s only son. Again, Lord Morley’s selection made sound economic sense. By the 1520s, Thomas and his wife were affluent, influential at court and highly regarded by the king. Like the Newports, they were also near neighbours – so convenient.


The Boleyns began to be important in the fifteenth century when Geoffrey Boleyn, an astute and clever London merchant, made money as a mercer, trading in fine fabrics like velvet and silk. He was soon very prosperous indeed. Not only was he knighted, becoming Lord Mayor of London in 1457, he prudently invested in property, buying, amongst other lands, large country estates at Hever in Kent and at Blickling in Norfolk. He knew how his world worked: social standing and respect came only from the possession of land. But it was his wealth which made him sufficiently eligible to marry Anne, the daughter of Lord Hoo, as his second wife. The family fortunes continued to rise following the wedding of his heir, William, to Margaret, the daughter of Thomas Butler, Earl of Ormond, an Anglo-Irish peer with substantial lands in England. What made this marriage potentially significant was that Ormond had two daughters, Margaret and her sister, Anne, Lady St Leger, but he had no legitimate son. Unless there was a surprise arrival in the Butler family, Margaret and Anne would one day share a fortune. Since the control of a woman’s property was in the hands of her husband, all this boded well for the Boleyns.


The real beneficiary of this shrewd alliance was Sir Thomas Boleyn, the eldest son of Sir William and Margaret, Jane’s future father-in-law. In 1511, four years before the Earl of Ormond’s death, Thomas came to an arrangement with his by then widowed mother, Margaret. They agreed an indenture between them by which Thomas would have everything that would come to Margaret from the Ormonds in exchange for an annual annuity of 200 marks and some manors in Norfolk, including Blickling, as well as land in Buckinghamshire and Hertfordshire. The money was to be paid twice a year in the pretty parish church of Blickling between the hours of 8 a.m. and 11 a.m. The church is still there, altered by the Victorians, but not dissimilar to how it was when Thomas’s agent doled out the coins. Margaret was certainly not left penniless and one must hope that she was able to keep the more personal bequests mentioned in Ormond’s will. However, it was Thomas who gained by far the most. The wily Sir Geoffrey could be proud of his grandson. On the death of Ormond, his fabulous estate of New Hall in Essex was part of Thomas’s haul, although he was swift to sell it to the king for a breathtaking £1,000.* Thomas retained other property in Essex, including the manor of Rochford with its comfortable house, as well as his vast acres in Norfolk, of course, counties in which the Morleys also owned land. A union between the two families would benefit both and provide admirably for Jane. No father could have done more for his daughter.


And George himself seemed an ideal match for Jane. The date of his birth is not recorded but he was probably about her own age. Here, too, luck was on Jane’s side: she was not to be married to a man old enough to be her father, which was the destiny of many women. Indeed, the king’s own sister, Mary, the French Queen, gained her title from her political marriage to Louis XII of France. He was over thirty years her senior, had not worn well and could scarcely believe his eyes when he first saw his lovely young bride. Mary’s response to her sacrifice was to exact a promise from her brother that, should she outlive Louis, her next husband would be one she had picked for herself, and she chose Suffolk, then a rather dashing man of action. At least Jane did not face that problem. To Lord Morley’s gratification, she was also marrying into a family in which knowledge was valued. Thomas, while a competent soldier and good jouster, was keen to foster links with the humanist scholar Erasmus, and wrote to him frequently. Thomas’s brother, Sir James Boleyn, had learnt Hebrew, a rare accomplishment for a man like himself who was involved in the law. Additionally, George’s love of music and poetry, and his deep and genuine interest in theology, especially in the new religious ideas that were buzzing around Europe, combined with his undoubted skills in diplomacy, indicate that he, too, was well educated. Unfortunately, his physical characteristics elude us; there is no surviving portrait.


Like Jane, George was no stranger to Henry’s court. While still a little boy, he played a part in a mummery at the Christmas revels and became a royal page. He obviously impressed the king as he was admitted to the privy chamber, although we cannot be sure precisely when. What we do know is that he shared in his father’s rewards following the execution of Buckingham. Since the property of convicted traitors was subject to automatic and systematic confiscation, and the duke had been a very rich man with a yearly income in the region of £5,000, the king had plenty of lands to either redistribute or keep for himself. The Boleyns were given various offices centring around Tonbridge in Kent, so close to Hever. Then, significantly in 1524, George was granted the manor of Grimstone in Norfolk, in his own right. Another factor in his favour was that, as the only son, he was Thomas’s sole heir. George’s financial position was certainly most promising. Jane had nothing to complain of with her father’s choice, nor had George with his. Jane’s family may have fought on the losing side at Bosworth but they were loyal subjects now. George could marry the daughter of a respected peer, thus maintaining what was fast becoming a family tradition, without facing the daunting prospect of taking a stranger as his bride.


Once Lord Morley and Sir Thomas Boleyn agreed that their children should marry, they settled down to some determined haggling. A legal pre-nuptial contract was drawn up on 4 October 1524 to cover the financial aspects of the alliance. Jane’s jointure, exactly what she was entitled to should George predecease her, was at the heart of it for estates passed to children, not to bereaved widows. Jane’s parents did not want her to depend on whatever she might inherit from George’s will; at best, that might be her clothes, her jewels, a few pieces of furniture and, if she was really loved, some silver or gilt plate. If she relied solely on his bounty, her outlook could be bleak. Her jointure would ensure that, in return for a fixed amount, paid in land or money by Lord Morley, Sir Thomas guaranteed to convey to her the rents of particular manors, or a specified annual sum, for the rest of her life. Neither she nor George were consulted about these delicate arrangements, although they may have been informed about them. What Jane did not know then was just how crucial the precise terms of her jointure would one day prove to be.


With his customary business acumen, Thomas secured a very profitable deal. Astonishingly, Jane came accompanied by 2,000 marks, over £1,300, more even than the price of New Hall. Lord Morley alone could not have raised so much. Indeed, there is a tantalising reference to tell us that Morley’s servant paid Thomas £33 6s 8d for November and December 1525, which suggests that Morley was paying off a debt, possibly for the jointure, in instalments. What we do know is that the other contributor to Jane’s jointure was no less a person than the king himself. This was not as unusual as it sounds. It does, though, indicate the regard in which Henry held Thomas and, perhaps, Lord Morley. That Thomas was a favoured courtier is undeniable. His prowess on the jousting field and his martial exploits in the wars against France at the beginning of Henry’s reign endeared him to the king, but his excellent French also made him especially useful as an ambassador. Already treasurer of the royal household, he became a Knight of the Garter just before he began his talks with Jane’s father. George’s grant of Grimstone is further proof of royal approbation. Since he received it scarcely three months before the various legal papers were signed, it was conceivably a generous royal gesture, on the eve of his wedding, to a young man the king liked. Morley, too, was on good terms with Henry and perhaps he was on the king’s mind. Like Thomas, Lord Morley had been an emissary on a diplomatic mission. In December 1523, he had been one of the English ambassadors sent to present the Order of the Garter to the Archduke Ferdinand of Austria, the younger brother of Charles V. Although somewhat perturbed at the unrest caused by the spread of Lutheranism, Morley had rather enjoyed his foreign trip, writing back to the king at least once and to Wolsey three times, giving vivid descriptions of where he had been and whom he had met.


With the figure agreed, Sir Thomas and Morley turned to the vexed question of exactly which lands would be designated for Jane’s jointure. The couple were barely twenty; there was no reason to suspect that the transaction would come into full fruition for many years yet, if at all. Barring the constant threat of sudden illness, Jane was more likely to die in childbirth than to outlive her husband. Nevertheless, her father was keen to assure her future. It was decided that she and George would be given the manors of Aylesbury and Bierton in Buckinghamshire and various other manors in Norfolk, including West Laxham. The newlyweds would be allowed to access the proceeds immediately after their nuptials, a common practice. Should George die first, Jane would receive the specified manors or 100 marks (£66) a year. So far so good, except that the usual annuity for a widow was ten per cent of the original jointure price. Jane needed George alive rather than dead if she was to maintain herself in style.


What is immediately apparent is that much of this property was technically Margaret Boleyn’s Ormond inheritance and that Thomas had already defined his mother’s share. He actually divided up the same spoils twice. The final indenture accepted by Thomas and Lord Morley was indeed complex. But it was only complex if the natural order of things was disturbed. Providing George lived to a decent age, he would survive both Margaret, his grandmother, and Thomas, his father. He would then inherit all of the lands and there would be no problem. Should Jane die before her husband, there was no difficulty either as her jointure died with her and George would be free to marry again. But the seeds for discord were certainly sown. If the unthinkable happened, and George’s life was cut short, then Jane would be free to demand her rights. Thomas would then face a major dilemma. Yet, as the ink dried on the contract, everyone was satisfied that the deal was reasonable for both parties. All minds were now focused on weddings not funerals.





* Henry changed the name of New Hall to Beaulieu.
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For Better, for Worse


With the legal niceties out of the way, Jane and George awaited their wedding. There is no record of when Jane Parker became Jane Boleyn but discovering the date on which the jointure was signed, 4 October 1524, helps us pinpoint likely days with more confidence than has previously been possible. A second clue comes from Cardinal Wolsey. He was busily at work preparing changes to Henry’s privy chamber personnel in the autumn months of 1525, which would take effect as the Eltham Ordinances in the following year. The document in which he set out his plans survives and is in his own hand. In it, he wrote that ‘Young Boleyn’ was ‘to have twenty pounds yearly above the eighty pounds he hath gotten to him and his wife to live thereupon’. Only by examining his draft in its original and under ultraviolet light, unavailable to the diligent Victorians who transcribed it in the nineteenth century, can the £80 he mentions be deciphered. Clearly, the marriage took place sometime between the signing of the jointure document and the end of 1525, and Wolsey’s note implies that while it was fairly recent, it had not only just happened.


Since the Church allowed marriages to occur only at certain fixed times within the religious calendar, and since there is no record of a special licence being granted to Lord Morley to ignore these restrictions, the wedding probably took place just before Epiphany in November 1524, or early in 1525; either would fit with Wolsey’s comments. And the absence of a special licence, which would have been required had she married outside her parish, suggests that Jane married George in her local church of St Giles. Unfortunately, the records of baptisms, marriages and deaths there do not begin until after Jane was widowed and, while the churchwardens’ accounts do start earlier, in 1526, there is no reference to the marriage or to a special gift to the church from the family.


What we certainly do know is that, for Jane, her wedding day was the most significant of her life, no matter what its date or venue. As her giggling maids slipped her chemise over her head and gently pulled on her fine stockings, she knew that everything for which she had been prepared was about to happen: she was to attain the status and respectability of a wife. When she left the confines of the church, she would be a different person. For a new life, she probably had new clothes. Lord Morley could afford to equip his daughter well; she was not of the same class as those women who simply wore their best garments. A mere handful of Tudor brides selected white for their weddings. It is true that both Katherine of Aragon and Prince Arthur had been clothed in white satin, and that Mary, the French Queen, shone in white cloth of silver when she married a dazzled Louis XII, but this was not the norm. Jane may have wanted white satin or richly embossed damask, but fabulously expensive cloth of gold or cloth of silver was beyond even her father’s means, so her gown was probably velvet, and in deep crimson, the most fashionable choice of the moment, and the colour favoured by Eleanor of Austria, who became the second wife of Francis I about this time. Once her elaborate sleeves were in place and her full skirts neatly adjusted over her farthingale, Jane’s maids fastened a jewelled girdle around her waist, perhaps eased a family chain or pendant over her head and then placed soft shoes on her feet. They combed her hair, leaving it unbound and flowing as was the custom, maybe threaded with small pearls or other precious stones, and almost certainly wreathed in flowers. All that was left was to drape a furred mantle lined with satin around her shoulders. Looking every inch Lord Morley’s daughter, Jane was ready to leave girlhood behind.
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