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			Author’s Note

			There have been Ladies-in-Waiting at the English court for hundreds of years, but few, perhaps, have shown such loyalty and dedication as the present contingent. Many have served Queen Elizabeth II for decades, combining an understanding of tradition with an ability to adapt to the needs of a modern monarchy. In an age of media intrusion and celebrity culture, they are content not to be the focus of attention, but nevertheless play a vital role in easing the strain on the Queen as she performs her public duties. The Mistress of the Robes - currently the Duchess of Grafton, who has had the post since 1967 - is always in attendance on ceremonial occasions such as the opening of Parliament. In addition, she, or one of the Ladies of the Bedchamber, accompany the Queen on foreign tours, although as the Queen now travels abroad more rarely, this aspect of their work is less demanding. As well as being automatically invited to State Banquets, at least one lady-in-waiting is generally present when the Queen entertains more informally, at lunches, receptions and garden parties. Social skills are therefore a vital requirement for the job. They must be good enough conversationalists to make nervous guests, unaccustomed to moving in royal circles, feel less awkward. Developing an almost intuitive understanding of what the Queen wants is also crucial. During engagements the Queen usually cannot call out to them without attracting comment, so the lady-in-waiting has to be alert to every nuance, ready to interpret a glance or other signal that might indicate the sovereign needs assistance. 

			The presence of these stalwart and capable ladies, smartly but not showily dressed, and careful not to thrust themselves too far forward, can easily be overlooked. When the Queen performs public engagements, all eyes are inevitably trained on her, but, however unobtrusive the contribution of her ladies, the smooth functioning of a royal visit can owe much to it. Over the years the Queen has of course become close to many of her ladies, but while they are valued and supportive companions, an instinctive deference is preserved. Knowing how much the Queen depends on them is the job’s principal satisfaction, for payment is mostly in the nature of a clothing allowance, rather than regular salary. 

			In the past, women who had posts in the royal household were usually better paid than their modern counterparts, but their duties were often more demanding. In theory ‘the Groom of the Stool’ - the stool in question being a close stool - had to assist her mistress in the performance of the most basic bodily functions. Ladies of the Bedchamber were expected to serve food to their employer on bended knee, and to be in attendance when a Queen dressed in the mornings or changed her clothes. In the eighteenth century one Woman of the Bedchamber found it so demeaning to perform the ritual of kneeling down to pour water over the Queen’s hands for her morning ablutions that one day she refused point blank to perform the usual routine. Despite her insistence that ‘Positively she would not do it’, her attempt to deviate from the established practice failed miserably.

			Etiquette could be burdensome in other ways. Sitting in the royal presence was forbidden, so ladies-in-waiting frequently had to stand for hours at a time, as well as having to master techniques like backing out of rooms in elaborate full-skirted costumes, quite unfitted for the purpose. They had to live at court for long periods, and sometimes had difficulty obtaining permission for even brief visits home. At dreary establishments like the court of George III’s wife, Queen Charlotte, ladies-in-waiting such as the novelist Fanny Burney endured hours of tedium and drudgery. It was scant compensation that, as one male retainer wryly remarked, ‘It’s all honour!’ Nevertheless, despite the fact that working conditions were often far from ideal, for centuries women of high birth coveted employment at court, and ardently competed for the available places. 

			One reason why unmarried women wanted these positions was on account of the opportunities afforded for finding eligible husbands. In the reign of Henry VIII, that husband could be the King himself, but for Anne Boleyn and Catherine Howard, the elevation from lady-in-waiting to Queen had fatal consequences. After that, few aspired so high, but were rather on the lookout for aristocratic or wealthy suitors. Even here, however, there could be difficulties. Queen Elizabeth I disliked it when her ladies married, wanting them instead to emulate her own virginal status. She was reluctant to authorise even the most suitable matches, but ladies rash enough to marry without her permission incurred her fury. Queen Victoria too was vexed when ladies left her service upon marrying - ‘Most unnecessary’ was her usual comment - and if the lady in question was a widow, taking a second husband was viewed as little short of sacrilege.

			Young women - some of whom came to court when barely teenagers - had to take care not to fall victim to sexual exploitation. Courtiers were often practised seducers, and girls who allowed flirtations to go too far could lose more than their reputations. In Elizabeth I’s day, being impregnated out of wedlock might earn the unfortunate expectant mother a spell in the Tower. Even at the famously licentious court of Charles II, thronged with royal mistresses and the King’s illegitimate offspring, girls who succumbed to lovers other than Charles himself faced disgrace and ruin.

			All too often the term ‘Ladies of the Bedchamber’ was an apt job title, but the bedchamber in question was the king’s. Male monarchs frequently selected mistresses from among their wives’ female servants, who proved more eager to service the King than to serve his consort. Worse still, royal mistresses could demand that the King enhance their status by installing them in prestigious positions in his Queen’s household. Charles II’s wife, Catherine of Braganza had to endure his tempestuous mistress Barbara Castlemaine being imposed on her as a Lady of her Bedchamber, and his French mistress, Louise de Kerouaille secured the same privilege. Even Charles’s actress mistress Nell Gwynn, who had been brought up in a brothel, was allowed to style herself a Lady of the Queen’s Privy Chamber.

			Queen Caroline, wife of George II, showed some finesse in her handling of her husband’s affair with her Woman of the Bedchamber, Henrietta Howard. Caroline found solace in the knowledge that King George was often ill-tempered and inconsiderate to Henrietta, but she also enjoyed revenging herself by inflicting minor indignities on her rival. Towards the end of the eighteenth century, Princess Caroline of Brunswick proved less adept at coping with the wiles of the Countess of Jersey. This scheming sophisticate had long been the mistress of George, Prince of Wales, eldest son of George III, whom Caroline married in 1795. The royal union was always unlikely to go well,  because George and his bride were highly incompatible, but, as the Princess’s Lady of the Bedchamber, the Countess of Jersey took every opportunity to sabotage it completely. 

			Through the centuries, women with positions at court were expected to use their proximity to the King and Queen to secure advantages for family and friends.  Posts in the administration, preferment in the Church, titles and other honours were in the royal gift, and ladies-in-waiting had to choose the right moment to try and extract favours for those connected with them. Those seeking help from well-placed ladies might incentivize them with gifts or even bribes, and fortunate beneficiaries could also show gratitude in tangible ways. Some harassed ladies still felt their exertions were apt to go unappreciated, but,  at a time when well-born women were denied fulfilling careers and generally had to confine themselves to the domestic sphere, a post at court conferred on them a standing denied to them elsewhere, and ensured that, even in a male-dominated world, they became persons of some consequence.

			Until the nineteenth century the court was the nation’s power hub, and while women theoretically played no part in politics, some ladies-in-waiting were able to use their inside knowledge and access to the powerful to influence state affairs. On the eve of the outbreak of civil war, Lucy Countess of Carlisle became a confidante of Charles I’s wife, Queen Henrietta Maria, only to betray the King and Queen in 1642 to their enemies in Parliament. Queen Anne’s formidable Mistress of the Robes, Sarah, Duchess of Marlborough, sought to subjugate the monarch - with whom she had been on intimate terms since girlhood - to her will, trying to dictate ministerial appointments and control the direction of policy. When the Queen defied her wishes, the Duchess alleged it was because Anne had developed a lesbian infatuation for another lady-in-waiting, Abigail Masham. Abigail’s political views were opposed to Sarah’s, and, according to her rival, she used her sexual hold over the Queen to further her own agenda.

			Even in Victorian times, Sir Robert Peel declined to form a government in 1839 because the Queen refused to dismiss ladies in her household who were known supporters of the outgoing Prime Minister. In due course, it became the established convention that when an administration fell, Queen Victoria changed her principal ladies as a demonstration that the new ministers enjoyed her confidence. It was a rule that subsequently caused considerable inconvenience to Prime Minister William Gladstone, whose policies such as Home Rule for Ireland so alienated the aristocracy that he had great difficulty finding a Duchess willing to become Mistress of the Robes. Nor did the new arrangements entirely eliminate backstairs intrigue.  Queen Victoria still used her trusted Lady of the Bedchamber, Jane, Marchioness of Ely, to communicate clandestinely with the leader of the opposition. This was quite contrary to constitutional practice, but perhaps mattered less because Lady Ely habitually transmitted messages in a mysterious whisper, so her interlocutors were often at a loss to make out what she was trying to say. 

			Throughout history, Courts were proverbially populated by ambitious self-seekers with debased values, and in the past all too many ladies-in-waiting conformed to this stereotype. There were noble-spirited exceptions, such as Maria de Salinas, who in Tudor times literally risked her life to stand by Catherine of Aragon after that Queen was divorced by Henry VIII, but such behaviour was untypical. Numerous court ladies through the ages have been grasping, unscrupulous and immoral, prone to political intrigue, and intent on furthering their own concerns.  Fortunately, their modern counterparts have a very different ethos, and have never stirred up any kind of controversy or scandal.  Bearing little resemblance to their more disreputable predecessors, the Queen’s loyal cohort of ladies-in-waiting instead serve the sovereign in exemplary fashion, and have shown themselves to be devoted, dependable and, above all, discreet. 

		

	
		
			Introduction

			‘I do very much agree with you that happiness is seldom found in a court,’1 John, Duke of Marlborough remarked in 1709 to his wife Sarah, the premier lady of Queen Anne’s court. It was a statement that few would have cared to contradict, for over the centuries it had become something of a truism that courts were centres of falsehood, peopled by shallow self-seekers who would stoop to the basest forms of flattery to attain advancement, ruthlessly discarding old friends in the process. That happiness should elude the occupants of such a place was perhaps not surprising; more curious, however, was the fact that those who had had a taste of life at court acknowledged it to be virtually impossible to attain contentment elsewhere.

			With the development of the English monarchy, the court had evolved from being the legal, military and administrative kernel of the kingdom into an infinitely more complex establishment. For years, of course, it remained the nation’s powerhouse, the place from which government was conducted, and by the sixteenth century, all persons desirous of political advancement knew that they could achieve it only through a career at court or by outright rebellion – a risky alternative indeed. But it was also the cultural and social centre of the realm, which drew to it all those with pretensions to refinement, as well as those whose aspirations centred on such objectives as titles for their family or good marriages for their children. To renounce the court entailed the renunciation of all worldly ambitions, and involved besides foregoing the company of all but social inferiors, losing touch with developments in fashion and art and, more often than not, living in seclusion on a remote estate. It was not a decision to be taken lightly.

			In time political power ceased to be concentrated exclusively in the court, but the monarchy remained stable, and the court continued to exert a compelling attraction. For those who sought ennoblement, the Sovereign was still the fount of honour, and association with the royal family anyway brought with it automatic prestige. Besides, long after such ideas had ceased to be realistic, the notion lingered that it was easier to succeed in politics and other fields if one had connections at court; quite simply, the lives of the English aristocracy had revolved around the court for so long that they could not conceive of a world where things were arranged differently. As late as 1838 a former lady-in-waiting of George IV’s wife, Queen Caroline, could write:

			Courts are strange, mysterious places; those who pretend most to despise them seek to gain admittance within their precincts; those who obtain an entrance there generally lament their fate, and yet, somehow or other, cannot break their chains . . . Intrigues, jealousies, heart-burnings, lies, dissimulation thrive in [courts] as mushrooms in a hot-bed. Nevertheless, they are necessary evils, and they afford a great school both for the heart and head. It is utterly impossible, so long as the world exists, that similar societies should not exist also; and one may as well declaim against every other defect attendant upon human institutions, and endeavour to extirpate crime from the world as pretend to put down courts and their concomitant evils.2

			Until the present century, the court was one of the few British institutions where women had a role to play, and one moreover that was not purely ornamental. At a time when virtually every profession was an exclusively masculine preserve, the position of lady-in-waiting to the Queen was almost the only occupation that an upper-class Englishwoman could with propriety pursue. At the end of the eighteenth century, Miss Mary Berry, an intellectual young friend of the writer Horace Walpole, made precisely this point when Walpole sneered at people who thought royal service a noble career. Severely she told him: ‘Much as attendance on princes and places at court are laughed at and abused (by those who can’t obtain them), so desirable do I think any sort or shadow of occupation for women, that I should think any situation that did not require constant attendance a very agreeable thing.’3

			But the appeal of royal service did not lie simply in the fact that it enabled women who led an otherwise shallow existence to claim, with some justification, that they were making a useful contribution to society, for there were other, less altruistic, reasons for seeking a career within the royal household. Any lady with a position at court could feel she had a finger on the pulse of power, even if, as in most cases, she could not determine the rate at which it beat. For centuries, influential personal contacts were of paramount importance to those who wished their affairs to prosper, and anyone who regularly consorted with the royal family undeniably had the best contacts of all. A word in the ear of a King or Queen could make or mar a career, confound the schemes of enemies or assure the success of a business undertaking, and ladies in royal service were in a position to utter that word. Small wonder, then, that they were courted, flattered and even bribed by those less fortunately placed, who wished them to act as intermediaries on their behalf; nor is it surprising that so many well-born women, whose horizons generally did not extend beyond matters which concerned their own family and household, should ardently desire to be elevated to a position of such consequence.

			Furthermore, though the majority of great ladies at court could exert no more than an indirect influence over events, in the case of a few individuals real power was within their grasp. In particular, court ladies enjoyed unique opportunities to establish themselves as royal mistresses, a position which, if cleverly exploited, could prove both lucrative and influential. Though they operated in what was essentially a man’s world, at times their sex could be an advantage.

			It was not always thus. The courts of the Norman kings of England were very male-orientated assemblies. ‘The splendour of the King’s court,’ we are told, ‘appeared very much in the confluence of . . . the chief men of the realm’.4 William the Conqueror’s Queen, Matilda, spent only a short time in England, and though she was reportedly accompanied by a ‘stately cortege of nobles, knights and ladies’ when she first crossed the Channel in April 1068, the status of these attendants and the nature of their duties remain obscure. In the household of Matilda of Scotland, Henry I’s first wife, there were three ladies bearing the Saxon names Emma, Gunilda and Christina, described as ‘three virgins of God, sacred damsels who had belonged to the chamber of Matilda, the good Queen Consort of Henry I’, and who entered a convent on Matilda’s death, though whether voluntarily or because no other employment could be found for them at court is unknown. The first of the Plantagenet kings, Henry II, was married to Eleanor of Aquitaine, a formidable character and great heiress who spent much of her time presiding over her own court at Poitiers in France, a sophisticated assembly where women were held in some esteem. On the English court, however, she failed to have a civilizing effect; her husband kept her in prison for much of the latter part of his reign, this perhaps was not surprising. Henry’s court has been described as ‘almost oriental in its complete seclusion of female influences’5, and there is little evidence to suggest that the courts of either of his sons were very different.

			By the mid-thirteenth century, however, women had begun to attain a definable status at court. When Henry III’s Queen, Eleanor of Provence, arrived in England in 1236, she was accompanied by ‘Lady Willelma’, who had looked after her as a child and would stay with her until 1258 when, ‘wearied in the service and worn out by old age and sickness’ she retired, ‘for her better quiet to dwell in the Abbey of Lacock’. Evidently royal service could prove something of a strain but at least Willelma was well rewarded for her trouble: in 1251, for example, she had been granted ‘the land of Blanche Roigne, sometime of William son of Humphrey and when she finally retired, she was awarded a pension of £48 a year. As befitted one of her age and experience, Willelma was the most highly paid of the Queen’s ladies, but her immediate subordinates, the Queen’s damsels, were also well provided for. In 1238 Emma Biset, ‘sometime damsel of the Queen’, was granted £10 a year for life, and her sister Margaret, who evidently took over her place in the household, was in 1242 allocated the yearly sum of £11 2d, and though she died soon afterwards, for three years the same amount was paid to her executors ‘to be bestowed on pious uses for her soul’. It seems that the Queen’s concern for her servants’ welfare extended even to the next world.6

			As the century progressed, so the number of ladies at court swelled further. A recently published study of the court of Eleanor of Castile, Queen Consort of Edward I, shows that by 1290 the household of a Queen was already an important entity in its own right. There were two categories of ladies-in-waiting, the damsels and ladies of the Queen’s Chamber, the former being young relatives of Eleanor, who had brought them to court and selected suitable husbands for them. They appear to have had no specific duties, and it has been suggested ‘that the Queen merely kept them with her so they might acquire the manners of courtly life’, whereas the ladies of the Queen’s Chamber had rather heavier responsibilities. One of them in particular, Margerie de Haustede, performed a variety of services for her mistress: the Queen’s jewels were generally entrusted to her keeping and she also undertook miscellaneous tasks, such as acting on the Queen’s behalf when the latter wished to purchase some ornaments from the Parisian merchant, John Le Romeyn. As a result, she became a personage of some importance at court, and prior to Christmas 1289 a special chamber was built for her at the Palace of Westminster, so that she could celebrate the feast in comfort.7

			Isabella of France, Queen Consort of Edward II, also maintained a sizeable household, which included four ladies and eight damsels of the Chamber, an increase from the days of Queen Eleanor, for whom four damsels had sufficed. The ladies were all related to great aristocratic families, and though the damsels evidently came of less eminent stock, four of them were of sufficient social standing to have servants of their own, the cost of whose upkeep was partly borne by the Queen herself. In short, the household of the Queen had become both grander and more numerous, but despite these developments, women remained very much in the minority at the English court. An ordinance of Edward II specifically decreed ‘that none of the King’s meignée [household] of what condition so ever he be . . . keep his wife at court, nor elsewhere as a follower to the court; but only such women to be there which are in chief with the King’.8 The Queen’s ladies-in-waiting were there on sufferance rather than by right.

			It was really only in the reign of Edward III that women came to form an integral part of the court. Described as ‘the first setter of certainties among his domestical meyne upon a grounded rule’, Edward consciously strove to create a magnificent court, a new Camelot that would provide a fitting setting for the King of England and the would-be King of France. He relied on the presence of large numbers of women to add colour and refinement to its gatherings, and in the household of his wife, Philippa of Hainault, there were more than thirty ladies who ranged in rank from his daughter, the Countess of Bedford, to relatively humble individuals, such as Elizabeth Chaundos and Philippa de Lisle, who were described simply as ‘demoiselles’. These ladies provided the court with a solid female core, but additional women were also summoned to court for the great feasts that were held at regular intervals throughout the year. When, for example, the Order of the Garter was founded in 1248, women were present en masse at the inaugural celebrations, for the Queen attended a great feast ‘accompanied by three hundred ladies and damsels, all of high birth and richly dressed in similar robes’.9

			After Queen Philippa’s death, the court continued to be orientated towards women, too much so, indeed, in the view of some critics. While his wife was still alive King Edward had taken as his mistress Alice Perrers, a damsel of the Queen’s chamber who one chronicler claimed to be the daughter of a tiler in Essex, though it is more probable that she came from a landed family in Hertfordshire. There are some indications that Alice bore the King a son soon after the start of their liaison, but it was only after the death of Queen Philippa in 1369 that she really came into her own. As a widower Edward slid rapidly into senility, and he proved easy to manipulate, with the result that Alice’s wealth and influence grew apace: in 1371 she was granted the Manor of Wendover, and two years later the King bestowed on her a proportion of the late Queen’s jewels, supplementing this with an annuity of £100, which apparently was intended for the upkeep of their son. By November 1375 her wealth was such that she could afford to lend Walter Fitzwater £1,000, secured by a mortgage on the Castle of Egremont, but perhaps more remarkable was her alleged control of the judicial system, for when in 1374 the Abbot of St Albans became involved in a dispute about land ownership with her, he was advised to drop his case on the grounds that ‘this Alice de Perrers had such power and eminence . . . that no one dared prosecute a claim against her’. In 1375 her unofficial status as first lady of the realm seemed to be confirmed when a tournament was held in her honour at Smithfield, over which Alice presided as ‘Lady of the Sun’, driving to the jousts in a magnificent chariot, arrayed in a cloak of gold tissue and a pearl-embroidered gown trimmed in ermine.10

			Inevitably such ostentation aroused enmity. In 1376 the House of Commons refused to grant fresh supplies of money unless the King redressed their grievances. In particular they demanded the removal of Alice Perrers, claiming that she had annually obtained from the King sums of up to £3,000, and that she had interfered with the course of justice, intimidating judges who were considering cases that concerned her property by coming and sitting beside them on the bench. With Edward’s reluctant consent Alice’s goods were forfeited, and she was obliged to swear on the crucifix that she would never return to the King’s presence. That, however, was not the last of her. The following year, another Parliament was summoned, less hostile than the last, and it reversed the sentences against Alice. Her goods restored, she returned to court, her hold over the King as absolute as ever. But her triumph was short-lived: Edward only survived till June 1377 and, according to one report, Alice did not even stay to see him die, preferring to abscond from the Palace with the rings she had stripped from the old King’s listless fingers. This time, however, her luck had run out. In December 1377 a new Parliament confirmed the sentence originally passed on her in 1376, and though on appeal it was once again revoked, Alice spent much of the remainder of her life plagued by lawsuits and beset by debts. The first of a long line of ladies-in-waiting who became royal mistresses, Alice’s career was nevertheless a remarkable one, and if in the end it went into decline, on the whole the prizes had outweighed the pitfalls.

			Though the rapacity of Alice Perrers had been checked by the death of Edward III, women were no less prominent at the court of his grandson and successor, Richard II. Under his auspices fashions for both men and women became ever more outrageous, particularly after 1381 when court ladies took to wearing massive horned head-dresses like those which his wife, Anne of Bohemia, had brought with her from abroad, and which attracted much unfavourable comment from the monkish chroniclers of the day. Other unwelcome imports were the horde of Bohemian ladies and gentlemen who arrived in the Queen’s train, greatly to the annoyance of the English, who resented having to pay for their upkeep at court. Indignation mounted still further when Agnes de Launcreona, ‘a tolerably handsome pleasant lady whom the Queen had brought with her from Bohemia’, became involved in an affair with the Earl of Oxford, a favourite of the King, who determined to dissolve his marriage and take Agnes for his bride. Unfortunately his first wife was a granddaughter of Edward III, and his decision to cast her off greatly antagonized the English, who considered it an affront to the old King’s name. Already unpopular enough because of the favour that had been shown him by the King, Oxford’s treatment of his wife was said to be ‘one of the principal causes of the hatred England bore him’, and particularly enraged his wife’s uncles, the Dukes of Gloucester and York.11 In November 1387 Gloucester was among those who demanded that Oxford be tried for treason, and though Richard responded by raising an army to defend his favourite, in December his forces were scattered, and Oxford had to flee the country, dying in exile in 1392. By that time Richard had re-established his authority in England, but the episode had demonstrated how scandal at court could jeopardize the stability of the entire kingdom.

			In 1394 Queen Anne died and two years later Richard took as his bride Isabella of France, who was only seven years of age although, according to Froissart ‘young as she was, she knew well how to act the Queen’. Certainly her arrival in England did nothing to check the extravagance of the court: in 1397 the King was presented with a parliamentary petition complaining of the high costs of the royal household, which were held to be partly caused by the presence at court of excessive numbers of women, who put the realm to unnecessary expense. Richard rejected the petition as an infringement on his rights, but two years later even he became alarmed by the extravagance of Isabella’s attendants, particularly when he learnt that her French governess, the Lady of Coucy, lived ‘in greater state, all things considered, than does the Queen’.12 Lady Coucy was accordingly dismissed, but by that time such action was irrelevant, for in the summer of 1399 the King’s cousin, Henry of Lancaster, invaded England. In August Richard was deposed, imprisoned, and subsequently murdered.

			For a period, the court went into eclipse. As a usurper Henry IV could not afford to antagonize his subjects with reckless extravagance, and when in 1406 Parliament asked him to economize on annual household expenditure, he promised that in future he would see that it did not exceed £10,000, less than a third of what his predecessor had spent in a typical year. His son, Henry V, preferred to devote the nation’s resources to war with France rather than to the creation of a splendid court, and when he died in 1462 he was succeeded by the infant Henry VI, during whose long minority the court was little more than ‘an academy for the young nobility’. Even when Henry attained manhood, he ‘held no household’ to speak of, and anyway his own tastes were simple: when at Christmas one year a certain great lord tried to enliven the festivities at court by arranging for a troupe of half-naked girls to dance before the King, Henry was shocked by such immodesty, ‘turned his back upon them and went out to his chamber saying “Fy, Fy, for shame!”’13 Too unworldly to control the various factions that competed for power within the kingdom, Henry was unable to prevent the nation sliding into civil war. With the consequent disintegration of royal authority the court effectively ceased to exist.

			Only with the deposition of Henry, and the accession, in 1461, of Edward IV, was the court re-established as the nation’s focal point. Both policy and inclination led Edward to maintain a magnificent court: as an unashamed sensualist and inveterate womanizer, he naturally made the most of the facilities that the court afforded for the pursuit of pleasure, but he knew too that the image of the monarchy had been tarnished by years of civil war, and that a calculated display of ostentation and wealth would do much to restore its prestige. The banquets, balls and jousting contests that were held at court throughout his reign were no mere senseless round of gaiety, but deliberate exercises in propaganda, stage-managed for maximum effect, and designed to draw attention to the prosperity and strength of the King.

			A natural showman, Edward laid great emphasis on ceremonial and pageantry, and in this he had the wholehearted support of his wife, Elizabeth Woodville, a haughty individual who lost no opportunity to stand on her dignity, despite the fact that she herself was of common extraction. It is indeed possible that prior to her marriage to Edward, she had served in the household of her predecessor as Queen Consort, Margaret of Anjou, but if so this circumstance made her no less exacting a mistress now that she stood in her stead. Her coronation in 1465 was a particularly lavish affair: throughout the service she was attended by thirteen duchesses and countesses wearing surcoats of red velvet and ermine, and fourteen baronesses in scarlet and miniver, and though on normal occasions her retinue was more modest, even her most everyday activities were enacted with a degree of pomp that astonished observers. In 1466 a German visitor to the court saw the Queen dine in public, and was amazed by the solemnity with which the meal was conducted, describing it in the following terms:

			The Queen sat alone at a table in a costly golden chair. The Queen’s mother and the King’s sister had to stand below. And if the Queen talked with her mother or the King’s sister, they had to kneel before the Queen until she drank water. Not until the first dish was set before her were they allowed to sit down. The ladies and maidens and all who served dishes to the Queen, even if they were powerful Earls, had nevertheless to kneel, as long as she was eating. The feast lasted for three hours . . . And all were silent, not a word was spoken.14

			To a foreigner the exaggerated deference accorded the Queen might seem perplexing but the English saw nothing odd in it. With the restoration of stability in the realm, they were only too willing to demonstrate their allegiance to a monarchy that formed a solitary bulwark against chaos, and besides, humility towards their superiors had been instilled in them since youth. It was the current practice of noble parents to lodge their children with neighbouring aristocratic families, in whose households they were frequently called upon to perform the most menial tasks, and because of this early training they found it quite natural as adults to wait on the King and Queen in the guise of domestic servants.

			By this time, the structure of the Queen’s household had become more elaborate. Effectively there were four grades of ladies-in-waiting, whose salaries ranged from £40 to 56s 8d a year, and though as yet they were not distinguished from one another by formal titles, the divisions within the household anticipated the arrangements of early Tudor times, when the various ranks of attendants were classified as: great ladies, ladies of the Privy Chamber, maids of honour, and chamberers.15 In Queen Elizabeth I’s day the hierarchy became still more stratified, for by then the great ladies were officially designated ladies of the Bedchamber, and the household even temporarily acquired a fifth tier in the shape of the ladies of the Presence Chamber, who were the immediate subordinates of the ladies of the Privy Chamber. These curious names derived from developments that had occurred in the layout of the royal palaces themselves: in medieval times the monarch had had only one room set aside for private use, known as the Chamber, but in time this had been sub-divided until it comprised an entire suite, consisting of an outer, or Presence, Chamber where the monarch gave audiences; a Privy Chamber, where the monarch generally sat during the day; and the Bedchamber itself. Each successive chamber was more difficult – and hence more desirable – for the average courtier to penetrate, and the innermost sanctum of all, the royal Bedchamber, was denied to all but a privileged few. Far from giving an accurate indication of the exact nature of their duties, the titles of the Queen’s principal ladies-in-waiting simply reflected the ascending order of importance of the rooms from which they took their names.

			In time the pattern shifted once again. By the end of the seventeenth century, the ladies of the Presence and Privy Chambers no longer existed, superseded by the chamberers, who had originally been little more than chambermaids, but whose increasing importance now led them to be styled women of the Bedchamber. On the whole however, the terminology remained remarkably stable, and though over the centuries the duties of ladies-in-waiting have changed beyond recognition, their quaint titles still survive; to this day the Queen employs in her household both ladies and women of the Bedchamber.

			The two years following the death, in 1483, of Edward IV, saw the undoing of his life’s work, the deposition of his son, Edward V, and the overthrow of his brother, Richard III, by a rival contender for the throne. In many respects however, the new King, Henry VII, was the spiritual heir of Edward IV, and certainly he attached equal importance to the task of establishing his court as the undisputed cynosure of the realm. Though naturally prudent with money, he accepted that his court must serve as the physical embodiment of the monarch’s power and prestige, and as such was not a department in which stringent economies could be made. Banquets were regularly held on all the great feast days, and occasions such as the christenings and weddings of his children were always celebrated with truly regal splendour. As before, ceremonial was still all-pervasive, so much so, indeed, that it was impossible to see the King without being constantly reminded of his exalted status.

			The same elaborate formality surrounded the person of his Queen, Elizabeth of York, a daughter of Edward IV and Elizabeth Woodville. At her coronation banquet, for example, two of the ladies of her household ‘went under the table where they sat on either side the Queen’s feet all the dinner time . . . [and] the Countess of Oxenford and the Countess of Rivers kneeled on either side the Queen, and at certain times held a kerchief before her Grace’. That particular feast was of course a very special occasion, but even so mundane a chore as the making of the Queen’s bed was transformed into a stately ritual by household regulations that specified that the operation must be carried out by the Queen’s ladies and gentlewomen, who were to observe a precise routine: first pulling the bed-curtains, then stripping the mattress and giving it a good shaking, and finally separately replacing the covers, taking great care to ensure that none were askew, and that no wrinkles remained. Pomp and circumstance even surrounded the Queen in childbed, for when her time came, she was ceremoniously escorted to the door of her Bedchamber. ‘Then all the ladies and gentlewomen go in with her, and after that, no man to come into the chamber where she shall be delivered, save women; and they to be all manner of officers, as butlers, sewers [i.e. servers], carvers, cupbearers; and all manner of officers shall bring to them all manner of things, and the women officers for to receive it in the chamber.’16 These elaborate arrangements could not prevent the Queen from dying in childbed in 1503, but at least Henry could console himself that she had done so in style.

			In an age so highly susceptible to outward show, appearances were all-important, and Henry was careful not to neglect this aspect of kingship. Nevertheless, he was not a man to enter into the pleasures of the court for their own sake, and the scale and splendour of his household arrangements had little to do with his personal inclination. In the case of his son it was otherwise: Henry VII kept great state simply because it behoved a king to do so; Henry VIII was glad of the excuse.

		

	
		
			I

			The Court of Henry VIII

			‘Continuance in the King’s Favour’

			On 23 April 1509 Henry VIII was proclaimed King of England amid nationwide rejoicing. His father had bequeathed him a realm united, secure and prosperous; these advantages were supplemented by the personal endowments of a magnificent physique, a kingly manner and a dynamic personality. This royal combination of dynastic power and individual magnetism assured the position of the new monarch’s court as the undoubted focal point of the kingdom. Only the lack of a queen rendered the court incomplete, and Henry’s fulfilment of his father’s deathbed wish in taking as his wife Catherine of Aragon, the widowed Spanish bride of his deceased elder brother, swiftly remedied this deficiency. At twenty-three, Catherine was five years older than the King, and in the seven years following her bereavement had been neglected and humiliated by English and Spaniards alike, harrowed by the uncertainty both of her status, and her prospects of remarriage to her brother-in-law. Most observers agreed, however, that the experiences of her widowhood had not impaired her looks, and with the acquisition of a loving husband, it seemed that Catherine’s problems had been resolved for ever. Apparently secure, she swiftly settled to her role of presiding over her husband’s court and organizing her own household, distinct from that of the King.

			The Queen’s principal ladies-in-waiting were drawn from the highest ranks of the English aristocracy, the majority being not only well-married but of ancient lineage themselves. Thus three descendants of Edward IV – the widowed Margaret Pole, and the Duke of Buckingham’s sisters, Elizabeth and Anne Stafford – headed a list which included the Countess of Oxford (daughter of Sir Richard Scrope and wife of the Lord Chamberlain), the Countess of Surrey (married to the Howard Lord Treasurer), and the Countess of Derby (originally a Hastings). Great ladies like these were in attendance on the Queen whenever there was a special occasion at court, such as a banquet, christening, or a reception for a foreign ambassador, while their colleagues, the ladies of the Privy Chamber, kept the Queen company at other times, sitting with her in her Chamber and attending to her everyday requirements. Though not as grand as the great ladies, every one of them derived from eminent families such as the Howards, Bourchiers, Greys or Talbots and, with the exception of Lady Boleyn, wife of the comparatively humble Sir Thomas, they had all married into the baronage.1 The Queen also employed a number of unmarried ladies-in-waiting, known as the maids of honour, and these too were well-born, being for the most part the daughters of noblemen, who entered royal service in their teens. The court was meant to serve them both as finishing-school and marriage-market, for it was hoped that they would acquire in the Queen’s household polished manners of a sort that would attract eligible suitors; in consequence aristocratic parents who were anxious that their daughters should have a good start in life went to extraordinary lengths to secure them a position about the Queen.

			Despite their high rank, the duties imposed on these early Tudor ladies-in-waiting were at times of a very menial nature. Thus, later in the reign, the Marchioness of Exeter, married to one of England’s foremost peers, waited on Queen Jane Seymour at table, handing her the basin of water for her pre-prandial wash; while Anne Boleyn was attended at her coronation banquet by the Countesses of Oxford and Worcester who intermittently ‘did hold a fine cloth before the Queen’s face when she list to spit or do otherwise at her pleasure’.2 Ostensibly demeaning though such tasks were, it was accounted a real honour to be called upon to perform them, and the prestige of those involved was automatically enhanced, for they were seen not as humble servitors but as privileged persons whose favour with the royal family was apparent at a glance.

			Nor were the rewards of royal service confined to such abstract satisfactions for those with positions in the household were guaranteed access to the monarchical ear, of unique importance at a time when royal support was often vital for the successful outcome of legal suits, business schemes or petitions. Anne Basset, a maid of honour to Anne of Cleves, was constantly pestered by her mother, Lady Lisle, to intercede with the King in the interests of her family and friends, errands which the diffident Anne found onerous in the extreme. On one occasion she informed her mother bluntly that she lacked the courage to importune the King ‘for my Lord’s matter’; another time she pleaded that her temporary absence from court prevented her from approaching Henry about the pardon of one John Harryse, promising, however, ‘If I can get anyone to speak to the King for his pardon I will be sure to do so.’ Before engineering her daughter’s appointment, Lady Lisle had had to rely on much more indirect methods of gaining royal favour; on one occasion in 1536 she had only narrowly avoided disaster, for, hoping to ingratiate herself with Anne Boleyn by giving her a pet monkey as a present, she fortunately discovered just in time that Anne had a horror of the creatures.3 Having a daughter placed at court was infinitely preferable to such speculative procedures.

			On a more mundane level, employment at court did much to minimize the expenses of day-to-day living. Those ladies lacking husbands with apartments at court were given free accommodation and board, while elaborate arrangements were laid down for the housing and feeding of the maids of honour. Permitted one servant and one spaniel each, every maid was entitled to a hearty daily breakfast of a chine of beef, two loaves and a gallon of ale, with similarly generous provision for the remaining meals of the day. Furthermore, the monetary value of the allowances of firewood and candles allotted to the maids was reckoned to be worth more than £24 per year, and in addition to such perquisites, the maids were paid annual salaries which rose from £5 to £10 during the reign. On this they were expected to furnish themselves with an adequate wardrobe, which was not always an easy task, as requirements relating to court dress could be alarmingly exacting, but fortunately their stipends were occasionally supplemented with gifts from the Queen. In 1511 and 1512 Catherine of Aragon gave her chamberers (untitled women who assisted the ladies of the Privy Chamber in their duties) Mabel Clifford and Margaret Pennington gowns of crimson velvet and russet satin respectively. On a rather grander level, Queen Jane Seymour gave jewelled girdles to her ladies of the Privy Chamber.4

			In all, the advantages of employment in the Queen’s service were considered such that some ladies undertook it virtually as a permanent career, the only one open to women of good birth apart from the roles of housekeeper or mother. There were professional ladies-in-waiting who transferred their services to each of Henry’s six Queens with the flexibility of a modern civil servant. Anne Parr started her career as a maid of honour to Catherine of Aragon, and progressed to being chief lady of the Privy Chamber under Henry’s sixth Queen, her sister Catherine Parr, while the appointment of the matronly Mrs Stonor as official chaperone to all the unmarried girls in royal service (or ‘Mother of the Maids’, as she was officially styled), also spanned the whole reign.5

			In addition to the English attendants who formed the majority of Catherine of Aragon’s household, there was a contingent of Spanish ladies who remained in her service on her marriage, but the Queen was careful not to permit the development of an Iberian enclave within her husband’s court. Despite the entreaties of the Spanish ambassador, Caroz, she refused to take back into her employ ‘so perilous a woman’ as Francesca de Caceres, one of her former maids of honour who had deserted her in her days of widowhood to elope with a Genoese banker based in London. Catherine knew that Caroz’s enthusiasm for Francesca’s reinstatement derived from his wish to have a spy within the court to prime him with current gossip for his dispatches; in her view Francesca’s unreliability, disloyalty and indiscretion all disqualified her for a post in her household. Those Spanish ladies who remained in the Queen’s service, such as Inez de Venegas and Maria de Salinas, were notable not only for their loyalty during the bleak days before her ­remarriage, but also for their willingness to adapt to an English way of life, a fact that Caroz indignantly noted: ‘The few Spaniards who are still in her household prefer to be friends of the English and neglect their duties to the King of Spain,’ the ambassador informed his master with patriotic choler, and his opinion of their apostasy was doubtless confirmed when both Inez and Maria married into the English nobility.6

			Unquestionably this policy of integration was wise, for under Catherine there was little of the jealousy between English and foreign attendants that was to characterize the households of many subsequent queens from abroad. Nevertheless, the allegiance of her Spanish ladies was reserved for herself, rather than for their adoptive country. Many years later, when the wronged and discarded Catherine lay dying at Kimbolton, Maria de Salinas would ride through the night to be with her mistress on her deathbed, in superb disregard of the fact that such a visit was technically illegal, as she had not obtained beforehand the permission of the appropriate authorities.

			*

			A seemingly interminable round of pageants, feasts and tournaments formed the principal occupations of the court at the beginning of Henry’s reign, and soon after her marriage, Catherine wrote somewhat breathlessly to her father ‘our time is spent in continual festival’. The crowded court agenda included woodland picnics and rural expeditions, and regular tournaments were held in honour of the ladies, the King himself competing gallantly in the lists. The evenings were enlivened by stately displays of dancing and mime on a scale unknown since the 1501 celebrations for Catherine’s marriage to Henry’s elder brother, for the court masque, which had only recently been introduced from Italy, now became a fashionable form of entertainment. It was generally performed by courtiers and ladies in disguise, who first enacted a series of well-rehearsed dance steps and then invited various members of the audience to join them for a more impromptu session of dancing. As yet the masque was only at a very primitive stage of its development, but the cost of the necessary costumes and scenery nevertheless constituted a sizeable item in the court accounts, and to contemporaries the productions seemed the height of sophistication. The New Year revels staged at Greenwich in 1512 were considered particularly impressive: a mock castle, containing six ladies of the court, was erected in the hall and was then besieged by the King and five courtiers, whereupon the ladies ‘seeing them so lusty and courageous, were content to solace with them, and upon further communication, to yield the castle, and so they came down and danced a long space’.7

			Spectacles of this sort became if anything more extravagant with the rise to power of Thomas Wolsey, whose palaces at York Place and Hampton Court provided the setting for such events as the sumptuous banquet in honour of the French ambassadors in the autumn of 1518, at which the King and his sister Mary joined some of the most beautiful ladies of the court in an elaborate dance. All the participants wore costumes of green satin overlaid with gold, and the ladies had head-dresses ‘made of braids of damask gold, with long hairs of white gold’, much to the admiration of the ambassadors who ‘heartily thanked the King that it pleased him to visit them with such disport’.9 Not all entertainments at court could be on such a lavish scale as this, but on more informal occasions the King indulged his love of dressing up by visiting the apartments of the Queen disguised as Robin Hood, or some other character from folklore, and Catherine and her ladies always dutifully entered into the fun and reacted to these intrusions with a suitable combination of amazement and delight.

			*

			As Catherine grew older, her enthusiasm for these ponderous frivolities waned. The age gap between her and her husband, which had not seemed important at the time of their marriage, subsequently grew more noticeable, for Catherine did not mature well. Regular pregnancies, of which all but one ended either in miscarriage or the early death of the child, sapped her spirits and impaired her looks, and, as the reign progressed, she and the more sedate of her ladies tended to retire early from court festivities, leaving Henry to roister with his friends. When not preoccupied with the education of her only surviving child, the Princess Mary, who was born in 1516, Catherine spent much of her time closeted in her apartments with her ladies, while her piety, always strong, now tended to absorb her to the point of excess.

			Henry was not similarly engrossed by the call of his devotions. He was not, however, an insatiable lecher; indeed, for rather more than fifteen years of marriage, Henry, compared with fellow monarchs such as Francis I, was a model of husbandly temperance. He did have intermittent affairs, but he ensured that his early mistresses never achieved a position which seriously rivalled that of the Queen, and Catherine in her turn generally responded to her husband’s infidelities with the philosophic resignation expected of royal spouses. Only occasionally was her equanimity ruffled, as in 1510, when an incident involving the two Stafford sisters in her household brought her into conflict with the King.

			The younger of the pair, Anne, had recently married Sir George Hastings, but court gossip nevertheless suggested that the King entertained romantic ambitions in her direction. This worried the elder sister, Lady Fitzwater, a staid and respectable dame much beloved of the Queen, and she asked her brother, the Duke of Buckingham, to speak sternly to Lady Hastings on the subject. Unfortunately, while the Duke was delivering a fraternal lecture to Lady Hastings in her apartments, he was interrupted by the arrival of Sir William Compton, a favourite of the King who was evidently contemplating an assignation of his own with the lady. As a result, Lady Hastings’s husband decided to remove her altogether from the sphere of temptation, and incarcerated her in a convent some sixty miles from London. Henry was furious at losing Lady Hastings in this way and retaliated by dismissing Lady Fitzwater from his wife’s service, muttering angrily that he wished he could do the same to all those women ‘such as go about the palace insidiously spying out every unwatched movement in order to tell the Queen’.9 The incident resulted in a perceptible coolness between the King and Queen, but, on this occasion the trouble soon blew over, and both Lady Fitzwater and Lady Hastings were permitted to return to court, where the latter cheerfully resumed her affair with Compton, an adulterous relationship for which he was subsequently rebuked by Wolsey’s ecclesiastical court.

			Of more consequence was the King’s affair with Elizabeth Blount, whose relation Lord Mountjoy had secured her a position as maid of honour to the Queen while she was little more than a child. By 1514 she was featuring prominently in court dances and entertainments, and though it remains unclear exactly when the King became attracted to her, by the autumn of 1518 it was noted that he was ‘in the chains of love with her’, and that his interest was returned. Soon afterwards her condition obliged her to leave the court, and in the late spring of 1519 she gave birth to a ‘goodlie manne childe’.10 Delighted by this testament to his virility, the King proudly acknowledged the child as his, but Elizabeth herself was discarded, and she did not return to court until her position had been made acceptable by her marriage, in 1522, to Gilbert Tailboys. Soon after that, she was given belated recognition for her services, for the young couple were granted the royal manor of Rokeby, and this gift was supplemented the following year by a further series of endowments in Yorkshire. Thenceforth, however, Elizabeth faded into respectable obscurity, devoting herself to the upbringing of her six legitimate offspring, and receiving nothing more from the King than an occasional New Year’s gift.

			Elizabeth’s child by the King, Henry Fitzroy, was brought up at court and accorded every mark of royal favour, being created Duke of Richmond and Somerset in 1525, and allotted so splendid a household that Queen Catherine was moved to protest at the implicit insult to Princess Mary. Her resistance only had the effect of annoying the King, and he reacted by dismissing three of his wife’s Spanish ladies-in-waiting whom he suspected of encouraging her in her temerity, so that, in the sardonic words of the Venetian ambassador ‘the Queen was obliged to submit and have patience’.11 Fitzroy continued to be cossetted by the King, and Catherine had to content herself with the reflection that though her child was only a daughter, she was at least legitimate.

			The King’s next mistress, Mary Boleyn, was to fare even less well than had her predecessor. Believed to have been born in 1503, Mary was probably the eldest of the three children of Sir Thomas Boleyn, the grandson of a London merchant who had risen to become Lord Mayor and to marry into the Hastings family. Thomas’s own marriage to Elizabeth Howard, a daughter of the Earl of Surrey, had been a further step up the social scale, and he had since represented the King on several diplomatic missions abroad. This enabled him to secure for his eldest daughter a place, first at the Flemish court of Margaret of Austria, and then in the household of Queen Claude of France, at which establishment she was later joined by her sister Anne. There Mary seems to have distinguished herself primarily by a reputation for looseness, for an Italian observer later reminisced that the French King had regarded her as ‘una grandissima ribald et infame sopre tutte’,12 and her morals were indeed such that soon after her return to England and her marriage, in 1521, to William Carey, she became the mistress of Henry VIII.

			She was to profit very little from the attachment. Her cuckolded husband remained a comparatively lowly gentleman of the Privy Chamber, not even being knighted in return for his complaisance, and Mary herself was swiftly abandoned by the King. At William Carey’s death in 1528 Mary was left virtually destitute, and only the fact that the King was by then enamoured of her sister Anne prevented him from being completely indifferent to her fate. Clearly at the English court the position of maȋtresse en titre to the King quite lacked the lustre with which that role was invested in France, with the ladies in question merely losing their reputation and gaining very little in return. It was a fact that did not escape Anne Boleyn, and when she in turn succeeded in captivating the King, she determined to hold out for rather more.

			*

			Anne had returned from the French court in 1522, having absorbed so much of the elegance and refinement that was its trademark that a patriotic observer there paid her the ultimate compliment of remarking that he ‘would never have taken her for an Englishwoman, but for a Frenchwoman born’.13 On her return her father secured her a position in the Queen’s household, and she swiftly established herself as one of the leading luminaries of the court, being one of the eight ladies who performed in the masque that Cardinal Wolsey held for the King in March 1522. She also engaged in a flirtation (at the very least) with a married man, the poet Sir Thomas Wyatt, before attracting the attention of Sir Henry Percy, the heir of the Earl of Northumberland, who sought her hand in marriage. To Anne’s distress, however, Cardinal Wolsey intervened, and the engagement was abruptly terminated, possibly because the Cardinal was already aware that the King wanted Anne for himself. For, by the middle of 1526, Henry had become completely infatuated with Mistress Boleyn and could think of no one else: a passion whose repercussions would be felt through the centuries, and which was only fuelled by Anne’s refusal to become his mistress.

			The appeal of the woman who thus ensnared the King seems to have depended less on outright beauty (for many observers considered her face, figure and complexion to be only mediocre, though all agreed she had ‘very fine black eyes’) than on a natural grace and femininity, qualities which enabled her to turn even her minor deformities to advantage. The ladies of the court soon took to copying the hanging sleeves affected by her to conceal the incipient sixth finger on her left hand, and the embroidered chokers which hid the large protruding mole on her neck. Furthermore, although no intellectual, Anne had ample cunning, and knew how to play the royal suitor who, like some vast salmon, was now hooked upon her line. At all events, her powers of attraction and management were such that, by the spring of 1527, conscientious theological scruples had sufficed to convince Henry that his marriage to Catherine was invalid, and that the Pope must be induced to sanction its annulment to pave the way for a union with Anne.

			Although by no means averse to the displacement of Catherine, who had failed to provide the kingdom with a male heir, Wolsey would doubtless have preferred her to have been supplanted by another foreign princess who would have brought diplomatic advantages in her wake, rather than by an obscure lady of the court who disliked him. Nevertheless, he floundered into action. Prevented from quietly settling the matter in his own ecclesiastical court by Catherine’s resolute opposition to divorce, Wolsey sought to persuade the Pope to pronounce in Henry’s favour, but his diplomatic efforts in that direction proved unproductive, as indeed did efforts to pressure Catherine into entering a nunnery. When the case finally opened before Cardinal Campeggio’s legatine court at Blackfriars in May 1529, it was referred back to Rome without a verdict having been reached. Egged on by Anne, who hated the Cardinal for his earlier interference in her love life, Henry abandoned Wolsey to his enemies, but the men who replaced the Cardinal proved no more adept at breaking the deadlock that confronted the King in his matrimonial projects.

			All this time Catherine continued to preside at court, while Anne remained nominally in her service, an arrangement that not unnaturally led to occasional friction. Anne was therefore delighted when on his disgrace Wolsey gave the King his London house, York Place, for it contained no apartments suitable for the Queen, and when Henry was in residence there, Catherine had perforce to stay at another of the royal palaces. But Anne could not rid herself of Catherine for long. Mistress Boleyn might preen herself as guest of honour at a magnificent banquet that Henry gave in early December 1530, but by the end of the month the Queen was back at court, officiating over that year’s Christmas revels. By January 1531 Anne’s exasperation was such that she was overheard wishing all Spaniards to the bottom of the sea, a sentiment that earned her a stinging rebuke from the lady to whom she voiced it.

			It was not until 11 July 1531 that Henry could be brought to forsake his wife permanently, creeping out of Windsor at dawn without her knowledge, and then shunting her from one royal residence to another, accompanied by an ever-dwindling train of servants. But desertion did not amount to divorce: technically the King remained firmly wedded to Catherine. A possible solution to Henry’s marital entanglements would only emerge with the rise in 1532 of the brilliant Thomas Cromwell, who offered to rid Henry of his wife by the simple expedient of rendering him independent of the papacy. For a time Henry hesitated to take so radical a step, but by the beginning of 1533, Anne was pregnant and action could not be further delayed. On 25 January she and the King were secretly married; four months later their union was made watertight when, on 23 May 1533, Archbishop Cranmer formally pronounced Henry’s marriage to Catherine null and void. He did so not with the authority of the See of Rome, but by virtue of the acts pioneered through Parliament by Cromwell, creating Henry Supreme Head of the Church in England, subject to no power, temporal or spiritual, on earth, and therefore independent of papal jurisdiction.

			A religious and political revolution which thus victimized the Queen could not be achieved without demur, and feelings were to run especially high amongst a large section of the ladies of the court. ‘If the matter were decided by women the King would lose the battle’, the French ambassador commented at an early stage of the divorce suit,14 and a majority remained unremittingly hostile to the proceedings. While hardly constituting so formidable a challenge to royal policy as the alienation of eminent men like More or Fisher, feminine disapproval of the divorce created considerable tension at court, and involved women in those internal faction struggles that did much to undermine the stability of domestic politics during the remainder of the reign. They were enmeshed in the controversy not only by feelings of outraged sisterhood for the injured Queen Catherine but also by religious sentiment, for unlike politics and foreign policy, religion was not a sphere in which women were prepared passively to acquiesce in the arrangements of their menfolk. As such, ‘The King’s Great Matter’ was not an issue which they could view with the ladylike detachment expected of them, and though the risks involved in opposing royal policy inevitably meant that only a courageous minority were prepared overtly to demonstrate their sympathy for Catherine, the loyalty of most court ladies to their new mistress was perfunctory indeed. When Anne too forfeited the love of the King, she would find she was very much alone.

			There were of course chinks in this wall of devotion to Catherine. Even in 1527, when the question of divorce was first mooted, Wolsey had sought to persuade some of the ladies in the Queen’s entourage to spy upon their mistress, hoping that he would thus uncover Catherine’s plans for resisting the annulment. At least one lady left the court rather than submit to such pressure, but others were not as scrupulous and, in her eagerness to profit from the King’s proposed marriage to one of her clan, Agnes Howard, Dowager Duchess of Norfolk, was particularly notable for her callous desertion of the Queen. Disregarding any claims upon her loyalty that arose from her long years in Catherine’s service, the Duchess cheerfully gave evidence to the Blackfriars court which indicated that Catherine’s first marriage to Henry’s brother Arthur had been consummated, an allegation that the Queen always steadfastly denied.15 Thenceforth she was regularly an honoured guest at court banquets, and at Anne’s coronation in June 1533 she and Anne’s mother, Lady Wiltshire, took precedence over all other ladies of the realm. Nevertheless, such wholehearted support for Anne from members of her own sex was rare. Other women of the court would be prepared to go to considerable lengths to demonstrate their affection for Queen Catherine and their contempt for her successor.

			Even the Howards were not unanimously in favour of Anne’s ambitions to displace Catherine, and Elizabeth, Duchess of Norfolk, the wife of Anne’s uncle, the third Duke, was in particular to emerge as a champion of wronged womanhood. Imperious and refractory, the Duchess prided herself on her Stafford blood, and found the prospect of according precedence and respect to a chit of a niece whose great-grandfather had engaged in commerce singularly unpalatable. Furthermore, as the subsequent upheavals in her private life would demonstrate, the Duchess entertained the strongest views on matrimonial fidelity, and considered that it should be impossible for a husband to discard his wife in favour of a youthful mistress.

			Throughout much of 1530 the Duchess kept up Catherine’s morale by supplying her with cheering scraps of confidential information that she had gleaned from her husband’s conversation. Later that year Anne Boleyn tried to isolate Catherine by forbidding courtiers to visit her apartments, but the Duchess still contrived to maintain a lifeline with the Queen, for in November 1530 she sent Catherine a gift of poultry with an orange containing a letter from the English ambassador in Rome secreted within it. ‘This seems to open a way for the Queen to communicate more freely with her friends’, the Spanish ambassador commented with satisfaction,16 and three months later the same channel was employed when the Duchess conveyed to Catherine the encouraging news of the stalemate that prevailed in the negotiations for divorce.

			In the meantime, the Duchess was also outspokenly condemnatory of Anne’s every action. When the latter commissioned a magnificent, if specious, pedigree which traced her ancestry back to Norman times, the Duchess had no hesitation in indicating her doubts about its authenticity, plain speaking of a sort that was hardly welcome to her imperious niece. By October 1531 Anne’s fury at her aunt’s sarcasms was already leading to speculation that the Duchess could not remain at court much longer, and the following May Anne finally secured her expulsion. ‘The Duchess of Norfolk has been dismissed from court’, the Spanish ambassador informed his master, ‘owing to her speaking too freely, and having declared in favour of the Queen much more openly than these people like her to do’. Temporary exile from the court nevertheless left the Duchess quite unchastened, and at Anne Boleyn’s coronation in June 1533 she was conspicuous for her absence, a calculated snub which a hostile observer smugly attributed to ‘the love she bore the previous Queen’.17

			Only the increasing complication of her own marital affairs would prevent the Duchess from interfering in those of the King. For some years the Duke of Norfolk had been conducting a passionate affair with Elizabeth Holland, a young lady for whom he had procured a place in the entourage of Anne Boleyn, and by the spring of 1533 the Duchess considered that the situation had become intolerable. Asserting indignantly that Norfolk was ‘so far in love with that quean that he neither regards God nor his honour’, she left court of her own accord and installed herself in her husband’s manor at Redbourne.18 The Duke retaliated by confiscating her jewels and awarding her only the most meagre of allowances, and as a result the Duchess spent her time at her country retreat penning increasingly wild and embittered letters to Cromwell demanding redress of her grievances, a preoccupation with her own misfortunes which prevented her from concerning herself with Catherine’s welfare.

			Despite the neutralization of the Duchess of Norfolk, Catherine and her daughter were left far from bereft of allies. Mary’s governess was the venerable and pious Countess of Salisbury, a niece of Edward IV’s who had been a friend of Catherine since her arrival in England. Since the annullment of her parents’ marriage, Mary was technically illegitimate, but the Countess refused to countenance any diminution in the status of her charge, and when ordered to render up to the authorities the Princess’s jewels and plate, she would not do so until she had received the express command of the King. Unfortunately, these obstructionist tactics led Cromwell to suspect that the Princess’s sustained hostility to her stepmother was encouraged by her servants, and accordingly her household was dispersed in December 1533. Anne Boleyn’s aunt, Lady Shelton, replaced the Countess of Salisbury as governess.

			At court meanwhile, Gertrude, Marchioness of Exeter, was employing her talents on behalf of Catherine. A daughter of Lord Mountjoy, she had early in the reign married Henry Courtenay, the grandson of Edward IV, whom Henry had created Marquis of Exeter in 1525. In September 1533 the couple apparently remained in high favour at court, for the Marchioness was honoured with the appointment of godmother to Anne Boleyn’s newly-born daughter, the Princess Elizabeth. Nevertheless, as a devout papist and a long-established friend of Queen Catherine, the sympathies of the Marchioness lay elsewhere, and in the same month she entered into cautious communication with Eustace Chapuys, the Spanish ambassador whose instructions were to work for the reinstatement at court of Catherine and Mary. It was from her that Chapuys learnt of the impending plans to reorganize the households of both Catherine and Mary.19

			Disaffection was almost impossible to conceal at a court riddled with Thomas Cromwell’s spies, and though he remained ignorant of the Marchioness’s dealings with Chapuys, the King’s chief minister did not fail to perceive that her loyalty to the regime fell short of the total commitment that he expected. He determined that dissent from the Marchioness and other influential personages in the court should not go unheeded, believing that information that had emerged during the interrogation of the associates of Elizabeth Barton (a half-demented visionary known as the Nun of Kent, whose prophecies that the King would not long survive his marriage with Anne Boleyn had embroiled her with the authorities) could be utilized to entrap those whose allegiance he doubted. A list was compiled of persons alleged to have seen copies of the Nun’s prophecies, and who might be presumed to have concealed from the authorities their knowledge of her treasonous tendencies. The Countess of Salisbury, and the Marchioness of Exeter were amongst those referred to in the document, and though the former had had no further connection with the Nun, suspicions deepened when it emerged that the Marchioness of Exeter had once had a private consultation with her. Their discussion had in fact related to a purely family matter, but the Marchioness had some difficulty in convincing those concerned of the innocence of her dealings. Seriously alarmed, she wrote an abject letter to Henry in November 1533, assuring him that she had attached no consequence to the babblings of the Nun, and insisting that her folly derived from the fact that she was a woman, and therefore one ‘whose fragility and brittleness is easily seduced and brought to abusion and light belief’.20 Though her submissiveness secured her the pardon of the King, the incident served to highlight the dangers of crossing the royal will.

			Nevertheless, the Marchioness of Exeter was only temporarily subdued for, as the King’s attitude towards Catherine and Mary hardened, she renewed her links with Chapuys. In November 1535 she informed him that the King had burst out in council that he was no longer prepared to tolerate their obstinate defiance, and that at the next session of Parliament he would seek to rid himself of them. She entreated Chapuys to enlist the support of his master Charles V to prevent such an eventuality, an appeal for foreign intervention that was undoubtedly treasonable. Two days later she visited the ambassador in disguise and repeated her supplication.21 Nor was she inactive elsewhere: at court she was one of the foremost members of the cabal who were working to bring about the downfall of Anne Boleyn.

			Freed from the constant strains and uncertainty of the years before her marriage, Anne had initially presided over a gay and youthful court. ‘As for pastime in the Queen’s chamber, was never more’, Edward Baynton confided to Lord Rochford in a letter of June 1533, but for Anne at least, the atmosphere at court soon soured. Henry’s obsessive infatuation with Anne did not long survive their wedding: in September 1533 Chapuys detected the first signs of a disenchantment that was ultimately to become complete. With evident pleasure he reported that Anne and Henry had had a violent quarrel about the King’s attentions to a nameless young lady of the court, an argument which had concluded with Henry insultingly informing his wife ‘that she must shut her eyes and endure, as those who were better than herself had done’.22

			The birth of Princess Elizabeth, on 10 September 1533, did little to heal the rift, for Henry had confidently awaited the arrival of a male heir, and was not pleased to be presented instead with a second daughter. With the restoration of Anne’s looks and figure, the King’s love for her was temporarily reawakened, but her injudicious tantrums and frenzied insistence that Henry adopt harsher measures against Catherine and Mary did much to erode this renewed affection. The King endured her temperamental outbursts in the belief that she was once again pregnant, but her admission, in September 1534, that she had mistaken her condition made her behaviour seem all the more vexatious. He revenged himself by taking another mistress, whose identity remains a mystery, but she was known to be a supporter of the Princess Mary and was hence a particularly dangerous rival for Anne to have to contend with.23

			Lacking the reserves of dignity which had sustained Catherine during her husband’s infidelities, Anne reacted by seeking to have the young lady in question dismissed from the court, enlisting for the purpose the aid of her sister-in-law, the extraordinary Lady Rochford. The daughter of Henry Parker, a distinguished scholar and court official, she had married in 1526 Anne’s brother George, who at the time was only a comparatively humble cupbearer to the King. As the King became increasingly besotted with Anne, George’s advancement had been rapid, and in 1530 he was created Baron Rochford. His wife too had shared in the family’s good fortune, for upon Anne’s marriage she had been appointed a lady of the Privy Chamber. It was a post in which she would serve three of Henry’s subsequent Queens, and which afforded ample scope for the exercise of her undoubted talent for intrigue.

			For the moment she was happy to deploy this in the service of her sister-in-law, seeking to secure the dismissal from court of Anne’s rival by provoking her to insult the Queen. The plot failed, for Henry saw through this transparent scheme, and he responded by ordering Lady Rochford herself to quit the court. Anne was left without support, while her rival continued secure in the King’s favour, even having the effrontery to send a message of encouragement to Princess Mary, assuring her ‘that her tribulations will come to an end much sooner than expected’.24

			Her hold over the King’s capricious affections was however less absolute than she imagined, for by February 1535 she had been superseded by another maid of honour, the Queen’s cousin, Madge Shelton.25 While hardly gratifying to Anne, Henry’s involvement with her close relative represented infinitely less of a threat, since Madge Shelton was not opposed to her every interest. Furthermore, she herself enjoyed occasional returns to the favour of the King, so much so that by the autumn of 1535 she could confidently pronounce that she was once again with child. The gloom that this development inspired amongst those members of the court inimical to Anne was nevertheless somewhat mitigated when Henry, rarely the most attentive of husbands during the pregnancies of his wives, was observed to be paying highly flattering attentions to another of Anne’s maids of honour, the demure Jane Seymour.

			In January 1536 Queen Catherine died at Kimbolton, and Henry and his wife were temporarily reunited by an unseemly joy at her demise, until the reflection that the King could now discard her without having to acknowledge that Catherine was still his wife seems to have sobered Anne. Then, on 29 January 1536, the very day of Catherine’s burial, Anne miscarried of the male child whose survival would have guaranteed her own. Spurned by her husband (whose reaction to this misfortune was anything other than sympathetic) and depressed by the loss of her baby, Anne drew consolation from the compliments and gallantries addressed her by various gentlemen of the court, indulging in flirtatious talk of a kind extremely dangerous for one surrounded by so much hatred. For, by early 1536, the opposition to Anne within the court had crystallized into a coherent faction, of which Sir Nicholas Carew and the Exeters were leading members, with the Marchioness of Exeter providing the conspirators with a link to Chapuys, whom she kept informed of the group’s activities in order that they might co-ordinate their respective intrigues against the Queen. All concerned were aware that they must act swiftly before Anne safeguarded her position by once again conceiving, and the role to be played by Jane Seymour was central to their plans for securing the downfall of the Queen.

			*

			Rarely can there have been so unlikely an instrument of nemesis as Jane Seymour, hardly the conventional femme fatale. Her modest placidity formed a striking contrast to Anne’s elegance and volatility. ‘She is of middle height,’ Chapuys reported dispassionately, ‘and nobody thinks she has much beauty. Her complexion is so whitish that she may be called rather pale. She is a little over twenty-five.’26 She combined with these somewhat negative endowments a degree of determination that enabled her to accept with equanimity the grim implications of bringing about the downfall of Anne Boleyn, and though her forbears had been content with their prosperous but obscure existence on their estates in Wiltshire, she clearly possessed her fair share of that ambition that would later precipitate her brothers Edward and Thomas into the highest echelons of politics.

			Originally a maid of honour to Catherine of Aragon, she had smoothly transferred to the service of Anne, while yet retaining a devotion to the wronged Queen and her daughter which would provide her with the moral justification for the betrayal of her mistress. Nor did she lack a certain shrewdness: although the cynical Chapuys questioned ‘whether, being an Englishwoman, and having been so long at court, she would not hold it a sin to be still a maid’, she was sufficiently astute to erect an impenetrable wall of virginal reserve in the face of Henry’s advances, exhibitions of modesty which quite enraptured the King. When he sent her a letter accompanied by a purse full of sovereigns, she respectfully kissed the missive but declined the gift, imploring Henry to consider her reputation as ‘a well-born damsel’, and suggesting that he should wait until ‘such a time as God would be pleased to send her an advantageous marriage’ before bestowing a similar offering upon her. Henry’s love for her in consequence ‘marvellously increased’. Throughout the courtship Jane was assiduously coached by those at court antagonistic to the Queen, who reminded her ‘not in any wise to give in to the King’s fancy unless he makes her his queen’, a course of action upon which – so Chapuys reassured his master – ‘this damsel is quite resolved’.27

			She was furthermore instructed to poison the King’s mind against his wife by telling him, in the presence of witnesses upon whom she could rely to confirm her assertion ‘how much his subjects abominate the marriage contracted with the concubine and that no one considers it legitimate’.28 Faced with this combination of subtle sexual teasing and unremitting attack upon Anne, any vestiges of affection that the King might have nurtured for his wife were converted into the deepest loathing, rendering him capable of believing the most outrageous accusations against her. On 24 April 1536 he authorized a commission headed by Cromwell and Norfolk to investigate Anne’s conduct. By sifting through the amorphous whisperings of court gossip, they succeeded in fabricating a coherent enough case to warrant the arrest and interrogation of Mark Smeaton, a palace musician who stated under torture that he had committed adultery with the Queen. On 1 May Henry Norris, a gentleman of the King’s Privy Chamber hitherto in high favour with Henry, was arrested upon similar suspicions, and he was later joined in prison by Sir Thomas Weston, William Brereton and Anne’s brother, Lord Rochford. On 2 May Anne herself was conveyed to the Tower.

			Exactly what evidence the council proceeded upon at this stage remains obscure. Cromwell was later to maintain that ‘the Queen’s incontinent living was so rank and uncommon that the ladies of her Privy Chamber could not conceal it’, and he claimed that the charges preferred had resulted from their denunciations. Lady Lisle was informed by her knowledgeable agent in London that ‘the first accuser was Lady Worcester and Nan Cobham and one maid more; but the Lady Worcester was the first ground’,29 a statement that would seem to corroborate Cromwell’s version of events. Possibly the Countess of Worcester had long been an active member of the cabal that plotted to encompass Anne’s destruction, and used her privileged position as lady of the Privy Chamber to report to them details of Anne’s behaviour upon which an unfavourable construction might be placed. Alternatively, her accusations may not have been quite so spontaneous as Cromwell implied, and the miscarriage that she suffered coincident with Anne’s arrest may perhaps have been caused by distress at having unwittingly incriminated her mistress.

			Evidently however, the council’s case against Anne, such as it was, derived also from another source, and from a person upon whose support the Queen might justifiably have counted. Jane Rochford, resentful at her exclusion from the affectionate relationship that prevailed between Anne and her brother, had turned against the Queen since the days when they had conspired together to procure the departure from court of Anne’s rival. Possibly embittered by the way that she alone had been disgraced then, she was determined now to claw her way back to the favour of the King. ‘More out of envy and jealousy than out of love towards the King’, she deposed not only that Anne and Rochford had claimed that Henry was impotent and mocked his incapacity, but that the Queen and her brother were guilty of incest together. In return for this helpful testimony she would be rewarded with the restoration of her position as lady of the Privy Chamber in the household of Anne’s successor.30

			Clearly however, Cromwell hoped to secure rather more conclusive proof of misconduct from the accused herself. Anne was attended in the Tower by women upon whom Cromwell felt he could rely, including her aunt, Lady Boleyn, who had always retained a loyalty towards Catherine of Aragon; Mrs Stonor, the Mother of the Maids, who had presumably witnessed much of the ‘pastime in the Queen’s chamber’ that had occurred over the past three years; and Mrs Cosyns. Their instructions were to relay to Sir William Kingston, Keeper of the Tower, details of their conversations with Anne, and, in evident hopes of provoking Anne into incriminating herself, they taunted her with accounts of Mark Smeaton’s ill-treatment in prison.

			While in captivity Anne always denied that she had committed improper deeds with any of the accused, but she did hysterically recall items of injudicious banter that she had recently exchanged with them, all of which were noted by her ladies and faithfully transmitted to Cromwell. The Queen recollected that she had once teased Norris that he was delaying his forthcoming marriage because he was in love with her; she added that at the time she had even suggested that if any harm came to his bride, Norris would have liked to marry her, Anne, instead. Norris had been careful to give her no encouragement, but Anne’s description of the incident was enough to seal his death warrant. The Queen also admitted that she had once had to reprove Smeaton for gazing at her in a lovestruck way, while it was her own account of a flirtatious interchange between herself and Weston that brought that young man under suspicion in the first place. In moments of lucidity Anne showed herself aware that she was surrounded by enemies – ‘The King wist well what he did when he put two such about her as Lady Boleyn and Mistress Cosyns’, she remarked bitterly on one occasion – but her distress at her predicament prevented her from curbing her tongue accordingly.31 Once communicated to Cromwell by her ladies, her revelations, which in themselves proved little more than that she was guilty of foolish indiscretion, were collated and woven into a damning indictment.

			On 15 May 1536 Anne and her brother were tried in the Tower, and despite her able defence, she was convicted and sentenced to be beheaded or burnt at the King’s pleasure. Rochford too was found guilty, with Cromwell confounding any hopes of his acquittal by producing before the court his wife’s letter asserting her knowledge of the ‘accursed secret’ of Anne’s incest with him.32 On 17 May he and the four other supposed lovers of the Queen were executed on Tower Hill, and Anne herself was beheaded two days later. She was adjudged guilty of adultery with five different men, over a period of three years, her first offence with Norris having allegedly been committed as early as the autumn of 1533. The very multiplicity of the charges underlines their implausibility: that Anne could have long concealed an affair with a single gentleman of the court is unlikely, but that she could have conducted so many liaisons during virtually the whole of her married life without previous discovery is inconceivable. Anne was the victim, not of ‘her frail and carnal lust’ as her indictment claimed,33 but of a deadly combination of court intrigue and royal disfavour.

			The King, at least, suffered no misgivings at the fate of his wife, utterly convinced of her guilt and positive that his former infatuation with her had been the product of witchcraft. Even while Anne was still in the Tower, the court had embarked on a frenzied round of gaiety, with Henry giving feasts for the ladies and staying up till after midnight. Chapuys remarked that Henry’s delight was comparable to that ‘a man feels in getting rid of a thin old vicious hack in the hope of getting soon a fine horse to ride’34 and the seal was put on the King’s happiness when, on 30 May 1536, he wed Jane Seymour.

			The victory, it would seem, had been complete to those opposed to Anne Boleyn and all she stood for. The Marchioness of Exeter was restored to a position of high favour at court, and Lady Rochford was reinstated as a lady of the Privy Chamber. Yet while jubilant at being rid of his wife, Henry had no intention of reversing the policies initiated in her name. Under Cromwell’s auspices the subjection of the English Church to the royal supremacy inexorably proceeded and opposition to his plans was firmly crushed. Even Queen Jane was stingingly rebuked when she implored Henry to halt the dissolution of the monasteries, and she was unable to secure the return to court of his daughter Mary until the latter had acknowledged the royal supremacy, forsworn Rome and declared herself illegitimate. Those who had hoped that the downfall of Anne Boleyn would have more far-reaching effects were naturally disappointed, a fact that Cromwell duly noted, and in the case of many of these malcontents, it was only a matter of time before their loyalty was found wanting and they too shared Anne’s fate.

			Apart from her one, singularly unencouraging, attempt to intervene in State affairs, Queen Jane herself seemed content to confine herself to breeding and supervising the orderly conduct of her household. In February 1537 it was announced, amid riotous celebrations, that she was pregnant, tidings which were received with interest across the Channel in Calais by Lady Lisle, wife of the Governor of the Garrison there, and harassed mother of four daughters by her previous marriage to Sir John Basset. Having already entrusted them to the care of various French acquaintances in an effort to imbue them with the accomplishments esteemed necessary for young ladies of good breeding (among which literacy was apparently not included, for Anne Basset would later confess to her mother that she was capable of writing no more than her own name), she was now anxious to install two of them as maids of honour in the household of the Queen. Her agent in London, the indefatigable John Hussey, was therefore instructed to make approaches to those persons whose standing with the Queen ensured that their recommendations about household appointments were highly valued.

			Accordingly, wine was dispatched to Lord Daubeney and Mr Surlyard, and a ring bestowed upon Mrs Margery Horsman, one of the Queen’s gentlewomen, while Lady Lisle herself sought to mobilize in her daughters’ interest the Countess of Salisbury and her old friend the Countess of Rutland, a principal lady-in-waiting to the Queen.35 All was in vain: Jane’s servants had been sworn in only three days after her marriage, and fond mothers strategically placed to agitate directly for the selection of their daughters had already secured all the available places. Stranded at her posting, Lady Lisle was left with the assurance that Lady Rutland would continue to plead on the Basset girls’ behalf, but in May 1537 they were still languishing in France.

			Despite the disadvantages of a campaign conducted by remote control, Lady Lisle did not give up, and she continued to send presents to all at court whom she thought capable of assisting her daughters. The delivery, in July 1537, of a consignment of quails to the Queen herself was to pay handsome dividends. As Jane savoured the delicacies, she enquired after Lady Lisle and her family, whereupon her attendants at table, the Countesses of Rutland and Sussex, responded with paeons of praise for the two elder Basset girls. In consequence the Queen demanded that these paragons be dispatched from France for inspection, guaranteeing that she would employ one of them. Tutored by Hussey upon how to comport themselves in royal society, and reminded of the dangers that lurked at court, Katherine and Anne Basset were duly paraded before the Queen, with the result that Anne was enrolled in her service, while Mistress Katherine had to content herself with a place in the entourage of the Countess of Rutland, who had already been rewarded for her efforts on the girls’ behalf by being inundated with quails from Calais.36

			Unfortunately, Lady Lisle’s troubles were by no means over: having installed her daughters at court, she had to ensure that they were suitably equipped, and that Anne was supplied with bedding and apparel ‘as is written in Mrs Pole’s book of reckoning’. Queen Jane was very particular about the appearance of her ladies, and though she agreed that Anne might wear out her French wardrobe, she stipulated that she must obtain ‘a bonnet and frontlet of velvet’, headgear which the regretful Hussey considered infinitely less flattering than Anne’s own French hood. The birth, on 12 October 1537, of a baby Prince engendered an alarming set of fresh requirements relating to court attire. An agitated Hussey wrote to Lady Lisle that Mistress Anne would need new gowns not only for Prince Edward’s christening but also for the churching of the Queen and the approaching Christmas festivities, despairingly assuring her that he would endeavour to undertake the appropriate arrangements himself.37

			In the event they proved unnecessary: twelve days after producing the desired heir to the throne, Jane Seymour lay dead, a misfortune attributed by Cromwell to ‘the neglect of those about her, who suffered her to take great cold and eat such things as her fantasy in sickness called for’,38 but which in all probability was due to the onset of puerperal fever. Anne Basset’s final melancholy duty to Queen Jane was to bear the train at her funeral. Thus deprived of her official position, she was able to remain at court only by entering the service of the Countess of Sussex.

			*

			The court was to remain without a queen for over two years, a circumstance that doubtless facilitated Cromwell’s plans for the reorganization of the royal household for, in the interests of economy and efficiency, he provided for a considerable reduction in the number of any future Queen Consort’s attendants. But rationalization at court was not to be confined to this upheaval in the Crown’s domestic arrangements: the shock occasioned by the northern rebellions of 1536–7 had determined Cromwell that the court must be cleansed from within of all trace of political disaffection. A purge was initiated against the Exeter and Pole families, descendants of Edward IV and ardent believers in the old religion, whose disenchantment with Cromwell’s policies marked them out for destruction.

			The Pole clan was headed by the elderly and devout Countess of Salisbury, who since the death of Queen Jane had retired to her manor of Warblington, the only overt sign of her disapproval of the Government’s recent religious enactments being her occasional dismissal of servants who favoured the new learning. She was, nevertheless, the mother of the exiled Reginald Pole, a renegade Catholic who had compounded the crime of writing a tract condemning the royal supremacy with his acceptance, in December 1536, of a cardinal’s hat; in the eyes of the King her loyalty was thus automatically impugned. Then, in August 1538 the disloyal grumblings of her second son, Sir Geoffrey Pole, resulted in his arrest, and the confessions extracted from him in the Tower sufficed to convince the authorities of the existence of a treasonous network co-ordinated by the Poles and Exeters. In November 1538 the Marchioness of Exeter followed her husband to the Tower, while royal commissioners hurried down to Warblington, intent on establishing that the Countess was implicated in the plots of her sons. They had little success, for the indomitable old lady proved adept at parrying their questions. ‘Although we then entreated her in both sorts, sometimes with douce and mild words, now roughly and asperly, by traitoring her and her sons to the nineth degree, yet would she nothing utter’, reported Cromwell’s agents in some perplexity,39 but nevertheless the Countess was taken into confinement.

			Meanwhile, the Marchioness of Exeter was repeatedly interrogated, sometimes by Cromwell himself, who sought to dredge up accusations deriving from her association with the Nun of Kent, and to establish her criminal involvement in the alleged conspiracies of the Pole family. These examinations, and the depositions of her servants, yielded little more concrete than that she had once been overheard complaining that the King had discarded his noble advisers,40 but even such flimsy evidence was enough for Cromwell to extract from Parliament an act of attainder which sentenced the Marchioness to death.

			Despite the absence of convincing proof, the Countess of Salisbury was likewise convicted of treason, and in May 1539 she too was sentenced to death. Although her eldest son and the Marquis of Exeter had already been executed, for a time she survived, but in 1541, before his departure on a northern tour, Henry VIII decreed that potential focal points for rebellion must be eliminated, even one who represented so negligible a threat as this dowager of nearly seventy years of age. In May 1541 she was instructed to prepare herself for death. Chapuys reported in a despatch: ‘When informed of her sentence, she found it very strange, not knowing her crime, but she walked to the space in front of the Tower, where there was no scaffold but only a small block. She there commended her soul to God, and desired those present to pray for the King, Queen, Prince and Princess. The ordinary executioner being absent, a blundering “garçonneau” was chosen, who hacked her head and shoulders to pieces.’41

			Thus the saga of the White Rose came to its grisly denouement. The Marchioness of Exeter, infinitely more compromised in treasonous intrigue than the Countess of Salisbury, avoided the same fate because she was not of the blood royal. She would survive the vicissitudes of Henry’s reign and emerge from the Tower to become a lady-in-waiting to his eldest daughter.

			Deprived of official employment by the absence of a queen, many ladies were obliged to retire to their husbands’ country estates, taking with them the majority of the unmarried girls at court. From their point of view it was an unsatisfactory state of affairs, which they hoped the King would soon remedy by taking another wife. Nor indeed was bachelordom a state especially palatable to Henry, who hankered after the pleasures of wifely companionship, and also wished to safeguard the succession by begetting more heirs. Accordingly, the King proved amenable when Cromwell suggested that he take as his bride one of the two Princesses from the independent Lutheran Duchy of Cleves. After scrutinizing portraits of both sisters executed by Hans Holbein, Henry announced a preference for the Lady Anne.

			As the marriage negotiations neared their conclusion, intense excitement was generated at court. ‘I trust we shall have a mistress soon’, Anne Basset wrote to her mother on 5 October 1539, and the signing of the nuptial contract on the following day signalled the start of an unseemly scramble for positions in the new Queen’s household. Their high rank ensured that the Duchesses of Suffolk and Richmond, the Countesses of Sussex and Hertford, and the King’s niece, Lady Margaret Douglas, were obvious choices as ladies-in-waiting, but competition was fierce for the other posts available. Even before Anne set foot in England, her ladies of the Privy Chamber had all been selected, with the Countess of Rutland and Ladies Rochford, Edgecumbe and Browne sharing the honours. Anne was also presented on arrival with an almost full complement of maids of honour, for Anne Basset had been reinstated, and she was joined by others, including two nieces of the Duke of Norfolk, and a daughter of the King’s old flame, Mary Carey. Lady Lisle’s hopes that Katherine Basset might be appointed too were frustrated for, as one of the officials in charge of household organization pointed out to her, he had somehow to accommodate Anne’s ‘own ladies and gentlewomen that be tarried with, with two other chamberers that were with Queen Jane afore, and Mistress Fitzherbert, chief chamberer, with many other ladies’, and vacancies were in consequence scarce.42

			In fact, by the time that Anne arrived in England in late December 1539, she found that Englishwomen had monopolized preferment in her household to such an extent that it was difficult for her to provide for the fifteen or so countrywomen who had accompanied her from Cleves. Described by the French ambassador as ‘even inferior in beauty to their mistress and . . . moreover dressed after a fashion so heavy and tasteless that it would make them appear frightful even if they were belles’, this unprepossessing bunch were given little time to adapt to their new surroundings. Although Anne was permitted to retain the services of a few trusted compatriots such as her homely companion Mother Lowe, and the pair cryptically referred to in court accounts as ‘Katherine and Gertrude, Dutchwomen’, Cromwell was soon arranging for the rest of the ‘strange maidens’ to return to Cleves.43

			Encouraged by their departure, Lady Lisle continued her machinations to secure employment for Katherine Basset. On the advice of the Countess of Rutland, and spurred on by Katherine herself, she made overtures to Mother Lowe in hopes that she would persuade the Queen to give Katherine a job. Anne Basset was also pressed into action, receiving instructions from her mother to intercede with the King on her sister’s behalf. Primed with maternal advice concerning ‘continuance in the King’s favour’, Anne tactfully presented Henry with a pot of home-made jam before raising the subject of her sister’s promotion; but the King, who was doubtless pestered on all sides by similar applications, merely replied that he would only appoint those such as were ‘fair and meet for the room’, attributes that he was evidently far from certain that Katherine Basset possessed. Nevertheless, Lady Lisle’s persistence was ultimately rewarded, for soon afterwards Katherine was installed in Anne’s household; but events ensured that it was a hollow victory, for before long Henry and his wife were to separate and Katherine was among those who had to leave the court to go with Anne to her new establishment at Richmond. Lady Lisle, at least, was past caring. In May 1540 her husband had been imprisoned on suspicion of treason, a misfortune that so unhinged his spouse that ‘she fell distraught of mind and so continued many years after’.44 Thenceforth the Basset girls were obliged to manage their affairs without the assistance of their battling matriarch.

			Henry’s marriage to Anne of Cleves had been a fiasco from the start. From the moment when, brushing protocol aside, he had burst romantically into the apartments where Anne sat awaiting the moment for their formal introduction, the King had not been able to control his disgust for his coarse-featured Flemish bride. Unable to extricate himself from his commitment, he was obliged to proceed with the ceremony, but the solemnization of the marriage did nothing to reconcile him to it. So profound was his antipathy that, although he lay with his wife with dutiful regularity, he proved unable to consummate the match.

			Abhorred by her husband, Anne was obliged to rely for companionship on those ladies of the Privy Chamber who had been foisted upon her, and as her English improved their conversations became positively intimate. When, in answer to their questions, Anne insisted that she could not possibly be pregnant, Lady Edgecumbe impertinently enquired, ‘How is it possible for Your Grace to know that and lie every night with the King?’ Lady Rochford solved the conundrum: ‘By our Lady, Madam, I think Your Grace is a maid still?’ she suggested, and her suspicions were confirmed by Anne’s ingenuous reply. ‘Why,’ she said, ‘when he comes to bed, he kisses me and taketh me by the hand and biddeth me, “Good night Sweetheart”, and in the morning kisses me and biddeth me “Farewell darling”. Is not this enough?’ ‘Madam,’ remarked Lady Rochford with feeling, ‘there must be more than this or it will be long ’ere we have a Duke of York, which all this realm most desireth.’45 Subsequently the ladies would relate details of this exchange to a thunderstruck audience of clerics, who were investigating the validity of the King’s marriage, affording dramatic support for Henry’s contention that it had never been consummated, the grounds on which his plea for divorce partly rested.

			For, while Anne had whiled away the time with her attendants, Henry’s attention had been elsewhere. By April 1540 it was clear that he was seriously attracted to one of his wife’s maids of honour, the diminutive and pert Catherine Howard. Thoroughly enamoured of this vivacious beauty, Henry’s pliable conscience had once again come into operation. Pious doubts assailed him as to the legitimacy of his marriage, convincing him that Anne’s previous betrothal to the Duke of Lorraine’s son nullified his own union with her, and that his impotence was an indication of divine disapproval for a match unsanctified by law. Naturally such doubts were encouraged by Catherine’s avaricious horde of Howard relatives. Convinced that a marriage between Henry and Catherine would result in a resurgence of their own wealth and power, they overlooked in their enthusiasm the frailty of the girl upon whom their hopes were founded.
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