

[image: image]











[image: image]

















Copyright



Copyright © 2020 by Nicola Tallis


Cover design by Shreya Gupta


Cover image © The Picture Art Collection / Alamy Stock Photo


Cover copyright © 2020 Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Basic Books


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


www.basicbooks.com


First Edition: June 2020


Published by Basic Books, an imprint of Perseus Books, LLC, a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Basic Books name and logo is a trademark of the Hachette Book Group.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Tallis, Nicola, author.


Title: Uncrowned queen : the life of Margaret Beaufort, mother of the Tudors / Nicola Tallis.


Other titles: Life of Margaret Beaufort, mother of the Tudors


Description: First edition. | New York : Basic Books, 2020. | Includes bibliographical references and index.


Identifiers: LCCN 2019054272 | ISBN 9781541617872 (hardcover) | ISBN 9781541617889 (ebook)


Subjects: LCSH: Beaufort, Margaret, Countess of Richmond and Derby, 1443–1509. | Great Britain—History—Wars of the Roses, 1455–1485—Biography. | Mothers of kings and rulers—England—Biography. | Great Britain—History—Lancaster and York, 1399–1485. | Great Britain—History—Henry VII, 1485–1509. | Tudor, House of. | Nobility—Great Britain—Biography.


Classification: LCC DA330.8.R5 T35 2020 | DDC 942.04092 [B]—dc23


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019054272


ISBNs: 978-1-5416-1787-2 (hardcover), 978-1-5416-1788-9 (ebook)


E3-20200626-JV-NF-ORI














In the hope that they would be proud, this book is dedicated to the memory of my dearly loved grandparents, to whom—like Margaret—family meant everything.


Richard and Sylvia Howard


Brinley and Joyce Tallis














Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Basic Books logo]















DRAMATIS PERSONAE



UNCROWNED QUEEN FEATURES A GREAT number of personalities, all of whom had varying impacts on Margaret Beaufort’s life. To help familiarize the reader, I include below a brief biographical sketch of some of the main characters in Margaret’s story.


Beauchamp, Margaret, Duchess of Somerset (c. 1420–1482)


Margaret’s mother was the daughter of Sir John Beauchamp and Edith Stourton. She was married first to Sir Oliver St John, by whom she had seven children. Following her brief marriage to John Beaufort, which produced a single daughter, Margaret, she remarried in 1447. Her third husband was Lionel, or Leo, Lord Welles, by whom she had a son. Margaret Beauchamp died prior to 3 June 1482.


Beaufort, Edmund, Second Duke of Somerset (c. 1406/7–1455)


The younger brother of Margaret’s father, Edmund was granted the dukedom of Somerset in 1448. A favourite of both Henry VI and his queen, Edmund was unpopular with many of his fellow nobles—most significantly the Duke of York, who tried to have him imprisoned on several occasions. Edmund participated in the first battle of the Wars of the Roses at St Albans in 1455, where he was killed.


Beaufort, John, First Duke of Somerset (1404–1444)


Margaret’s father was the grandson of John of Gaunt and Katherine Swynford. Somerset spent much of his youth imprisoned in France as a result of his capture at the Battle of Baugé. He was ransomed in 1438, and in 1442 he married Margaret Beauchamp. In July 1443 he led a military campaign to France, but it ended in disaster. He returned six months later, in January 1444, and was met with disgrace. In May—just days before his infant daughter’s first birthday—Somerset died, possibly by his own hand.


Bray, Sir Reginald (c. 1440–1503)


Margaret met the man who would become one of her most trusted servants and lifelong friends following her marriage to Henry Stafford. Bray acted as receiver general to the couple and managed Margaret’s estates for around two decades. He served Margaret loyally and conspired on her son’s behalf in the Buckingham Rebellion of 1483. Following Henry VII’s accession in 1485, Bray was handsomely rewarded and became one of the king’s most influential advisors. He died childless on 5 August 1503.


Cecily of York (1469–1507)


Margaret was extremely fond of the third of Edward IV’s daughters, who she is likely to have come to know well during her time at the court of the Yorkist king. It was probably under Margaret’s auspices that Cecily was married to John Welles, Margaret’s half-brother, in 1487. Following Welles’s death, Cecily wed Thomas Kyme without seeking Henry VII’s consent. The king was outraged, but Margaret did her best to protect the former Yorkist princess, interceding on her behalf. Cecily lived out the remainder of her days quietly.


Edward IV (1442–1483)


The son and heir of Richard, Duke of York, following a victory at the Battle of Mortimer’s Cross in February 1461, in March Edward declared himself king. His victory was consolidated after the bloody Battle of Towton on 29 March. Edward secretly married Elizabeth Wydeville in 1464, and together the couple would produce ten children—eight of whom survived infancy. In 1470 Edward was briefly deposed and fled abroad, but he returned the following year to fight for his throne. After two successful victories at Barnet and Tewkesbury, he regained his crown. Edward died unexpectedly in 1483, the results of which led Margaret Beaufort to spy an opportunity for her son.


Elizabeth of York (1466–1503)


The eldest daughter of Edward IV and Elizabeth Wydeville, Elizabeth was betrothed to the French dauphin in 1475 as part of her father’s peace negotiations. The betrothal was broken off in 1482, and the following year Margaret plotted to marry Elizabeth to her son, Henry. Their marriage finally took place in January 1486, and in September Elizabeth gave birth to the first Tudor heir, Arthur. Together she and Henry sired seven children, four of whom survived infancy. Elizabeth died nine days after the birth of her final child, Katherine.


Fisher, John, Bishop of Rochester (c. 1469–1535)


The son of a Yorkshire merchant, Fisher first met Margaret in 1494 when he was senior proctor at Cambridge. The two struck up an immediate friendship, and before long Fisher had assumed the role of Margaret’s chaplain and confessor. In 1504 Fisher was created Bishop of Rochester and remained a close friend of Margaret’s for the rest of her life. So much so that he was one of the executors of her will, and it is from him that much of the information about her life stems—largely related by Margaret herself.


George, Duke of Clarence (1449–1478)


A younger brother of Edward IV, it was to Clarence that Henry Tudor’s title of Richmond was given in 1462. Clarence was treacherous and rebelled with the Earl of Warwick against his brother in 1469. He was later reconciled with Edward IV and became a recipient of the king’s favour. He was married to Isabel Neville, and the couple had two surviving children: Margaret, later married to Sir Richard Pole, and Edward, Earl of Warwick, executed in 1499. Following the death of his wife in 1476—probably as a result of childbirth—Clarence’s behaviour became increasingly erratic. He was arrested and tried on charges of treason, of which he was found guilty. He was executed on 18 February 1478, reportedly by being drowned in a butt of Malmsey wine.


Henry VI (1421–1471)


Margaret’s kinsman was the only child of Henry V and Katherine of Valois. Gentle and pious by nature, Henry was completely unsuited to the task of ruling a country. Under his rule, the Wars of the Roses broke out in 1455. Henry was deposed in 1461 and spent the next nine years either in hiding or imprisoned. Though he was briefly reinstated in 1470, the following year he was deposed once more and murdered in the Tower of London on 21 May 1471.


Henry VII (1457–1509)


Margaret’s only son was born at Pembroke Castle two months after the death of her husband, Edmund Tudor. His birth was traumatic, but in spite of this Henry grew to be a healthy boy. Much of his early life was spent under the protection of his uncle, Jasper Tudor, but in 1462 Henry became the ward of William Herbert. He was treated kindly, and kept in contact with his mother, though he seems to have seen her but rarely. In 1471, at Margaret’s urging, Henry fled abroad with Jasper Tudor, spending fourteen years in exile in Brittany and France. He returned at the head of an army in August 1485 and successfully defeated Richard III at the Battle of Bosworth. In January 1486, Henry married Elizabeth of York, thereby uniting the Houses of Lancaster and York. The couple had four children who survived infancy, chiefly his successor, Henry VIII. Henry died at Richmond Palace on 21 April 1509.


Henry VIII (1491–1547)


Henry was the second of Margaret’s grandsons and was raised with his sisters, primarily at Eltham Palace. As with all of her grandchildren, Margaret was fond of Henry, and her accounts show that she sometimes bought gifts for him. Following the death of his elder brother Arthur in 1502, Henry became Henry VII’s sole surviving male heir. He succeeded his father as Henry VIII in April 1509 and married Katherine of Aragon soon after. At the time of his death in 1547, he had married six times and produced three legitimate children.


Herbert, William, Earl of Pembroke (c. 1423–1469)


In 1462 William Herbert, a loyal supporter of Edward IV, became the guardian of Margaret’s son, Henry Tudor. The boy was brought to live with Herbert and his family at Raglan Castle and was treated kindly by his guardian and his wife, Anne Devereux. Herbert eventually hoped to arrange for Henry’s marriage to his daughter, Maud. In July 1469, Herbert partook in the Battle of Edgecote, taking young Henry with him. He was captured and executed the day after the battle.


Katherine of Aragon (1485–1536)


The Spanish bride of Margaret’s eldest grandson, Arthur, arrived in England in October 1501. The following month, Katherine and Arthur were married in a lavish ceremony in St Paul’s Cathedral, but the marriage was cut short when Arthur died in April 1502. Katherine was then betrothed to Margaret’s younger grandson, Henry, but he repudiated this in 1505. She nevertheless remained in England, despite being poorly treated by Henry VII and forced to endure a great deal of financial hardship. Shortly after his father’s death, Henry VIII resolved to marry Katherine, and the couple were quietly married on 11 June 1509. In spite of numerous pregnancies, Katherine produced just one surviving child, a daughter named Mary. By 1526 her marriage to Henry had begun to fall apart, and she was later forced to endure a very public and painful separation from him. In 1533 Katherine and Henry’s marriage was declared invalid, and three years later she died a lonely death at Kimbolton Castle.


Margaret of Anjou (1430–1482)


Henry VI’s French-born queen was the daughter of René of Anjou and Isabella, Duchess of Lorraine. Married to Henry VI in 1445, she rather than her husband came to be a dominant force in the Wars of the Roses. Following the Lancastrian defeat at Tewkesbury in 1471 that saw the death of Margaret’s only child, Prince Edward, Margaret became Edward IV’s prisoner. In 1475 she returned to France, having been ransomed to Louis XI, and died there in poverty on 25 August 1482.


Morton, John (c. 1420–1500)


Hailing from Dorset, Morton rose steadily to prominence under Henry VI and was appointed chancellor to his heir, Prince Edward, on 26 September 1456. Following the Lancastrian defeat at Towton, Morton was captured while attempting to flee to Scotland and was imprisoned in the Tower of London. Incredibly, he managed to escape and hurried to join Margaret of Anjou in France. He remained there until Henry VI’s readeption, but after his master’s murder he reconciled with Edward IV and was pardoned in July 1471. He became one of Edward’s most trusted advisors but was later imprisoned by Richard III. Morton supported Henry Tudor’s claim and was a key conspirator in the Buckingham Rebellion. Following Henry VII’s accession, Morton was appointed Archbishop of Canterbury in 1486 and Lord Chancellor the following year.


Neville, Richard, Earl of Warwick (1428–1471)


The man who became known as the Kingmaker supported Edward IV during the first years of his reign. He became the most powerful noble in the realm but was incensed when he discovered that Edward had married Elizabeth Wydeville in 1464. Five years later, he rebelled against Edward and succeeded in capturing him, but an attempt to rule in Edward’s name failed. Though he and Edward were reconciled, it was short-lived, and in 1470 Warwick supported the readeption of Henry VI. When Edward IV returned to claim his throne the following year, his army met with that of Warwick at Barnet on 14 April. During the course of the battle, Warwick was killed.


Richard III (1452–1485)


The younger brother of Edward IV, Richard—following the king’s unexpected death in April 1483—moved quickly to take control of his nephew, Edward V, and eventually, the realm. He was proclaimed King of England on 26 June and crowned alongside his wife, Anne Neville, on 6 July, with Margaret in attendance. Three months later, Richard was forced to deal with the Buckingham Rebellion, of which Margaret was one of the leading conspirators. The rebellion was a failure, and Richard confiscated all of Margaret’s goods. The remainder of his reign was plagued by unrest, and in the summer of 1485 Richard prepared to face Henry Tudor on the battlefield. He was killed in the battle, and his naked body slung over the back of a horse—several humiliation wounds were inflicted after his death. Richard’s remains were discovered in 2012 and identified the following year. He was interred in Leicester Cathedral in 2015.


Stafford, Henry (c. 1425–1471)


Margaret’s third husband was the second son of Humphrey Stafford, Duke of Buckingham. He and Margaret were married in January 1458, and they seem to have enjoyed a genuinely happy marriage. The couple spent a great deal of time together, but after thirteen years of marriage Stafford died in October 1471 as a result of injuries inflicted at the Battle of Barnet.


Stafford, Henry, Second Duke of Buckingham (1455–1483)


As the grandson of Humphrey Stafford, Duke of Buckingham, Henry was Margaret’s nephew by marriage and also her cousin through his mother. Following the death of Edward IV in 1483, Buckingham became the chief ally of Richard, Duke of Gloucester, and fully supported his usurpation of the throne in June. Before long, though, Buckingham began plotting with Margaret for Richard’s overthrow, and he planned a rebellion. When this failed, Buckingham was captured and executed on Richard III’s orders on 2 November 1483.


Stanley, Thomas, Earl of Derby (c. 1433–1504)


Margaret married her fourth husband in June 1472, a match made—as with her other marriages—for political advantage rather than personal preference. Stanley was a man of dubious political allegiance, but following Henry VII’s accession he was richly rewarded as the king’s stepfather. Though Margaret was declared femme sole (a sole person) in 1485 and later took a vow of chastity, she and Stanley remained on good terms and continued to work together. Following his death on 29 July 1504, Stanley was laid to rest in Burscough Priory, Lancashire.


Stanley, William (c. 1435–1495)


The younger brother of Margaret’s husband Thomas Stanley, William was instrumental in Henry Tudor’s success at the Battle of Bosworth. He was rewarded for his good service, being appointed Chamberlain of the king’s household and becoming immensely wealthy. At the beginning of 1495, however, Stanley was arrested on suspicion of supporting Perkin Warbeck. He was executed on 16 February.


Tudor, Arthur (1486–1502)


Margaret and her family had high hopes for the firstborn child and heir of Henry VII and Elizabeth of York—Margaret’s grandson. In 1493 Arthur was sent to Ludlow Castle to continue his education and prepare for the task of kingship that awaited him. He rarely came to court, and thus Margaret saw little of her eldest grandson. On 14 November 1501, Arthur married the Spanish princess Katherine of Aragon, and soon afterwards the newlyweds returned to Ludlow. Tragically, before long Arthur fell ill and died on 2 April 1502.


Tudor, Edmund, Earl of Richmond (1428/30–1456)


Through his mother, Katherine of Valois, Edmund was the half-brother of Henry VI. It was thanks to the king that Edmund was granted the earldom of Richmond, and it was under his auspices that Edmund’s marriage to Margaret Beaufort was arranged in 1455. The newlyweds moved to Wales, but their marriage was short-lived; on 1 November 1456 Edmund died of plague at Carmarthen Castle, leaving Margaret pregnant at the age of thirteen.


Tudor, Jasper, Earl of Pembroke and Duke of Bedford (c. 1431–1495)


The younger brother of Edmund Tudor, Margaret’s brother-in-law was a devoted and trusted figure in her life. Not only did he support Margaret throughout the trying days that followed Edmund’s death in 1456—including offering her shelter at Pembroke Castle, where she gave birth to her son—he also guarded Henry Tudor and stayed by his side following their foreign exile in 1471. Jasper remained loyal to Henry following his accession to the throne in 1485 and was greatly loved by both his nephew and Margaret. He died childless in December 1495.


Tudor, Margaret (1489–1541)


Margaret always held an especial fondness for her eldest granddaughter and namesake, and showed great concern for her welfare. In 1503 Margaret left England and travelled to Scotland to marry James IV. Her husband was killed at the Battle of Flodden in 1513, leaving Margaret a pregnant widow with a small son—James V. She endured a turbulent marital history, marrying twice more—as a result of her marriage to Archibald Douglas, she had a daughter, also named Margaret. She died at Methven Castle, Perthshire, on 18 October 1541.


Tudor, Mary (1496–1533)


The youngest surviving daughter of Henry VII and Elizabeth of York joined Margaret to entertain Philip of Castile at Croydon in 1506. The following year she was betrothed to his son, Charles, but the negotiations never came to fruition. Instead, in October 1514 Mary married Louis XII of France, but he died after just three months of marriage. Shortly after—probably in February 1515—Mary clandestinely married Charles Brandon, Duke of Suffolk. Their union produced two surviving daughters, Frances and Eleanor. Frances was the mother of Lady Jane Grey and her two sisters.


Welles, Lionel or Leo (c. 1406–1461)


Margaret’s stepfather married her mother in 1447, having been previously married to Joan Waterton. He was a strong supporter of the House of Lancaster and served as Joint Deputy of Calais in the 1450s. Welles was created a Knight of the Garter in 1457 and fought for Henry VI at the Battle of Towton in 1461. It was there that he was killed, and later that year he was attainted by Parliament. Welles was buried alongside his first wife in St Oswald’s Church, Methley.


Wydeville, Elizabeth (c. 1437–1492)


The first commoner to become Queen of England was married secretly to Edward IV in 1464. Though her union with Edward was successful, Elizabeth and her family managed to alienate many of her husband’s nobles. The result was that, following Edward’s death, the Wydeville family had little support in their attempts to secure power in the name of Elizabeth’s son, Edward V. Elizabeth and her remaining children fled to sanctuary, where she plotted with Margaret to overthrow Richard III. Following Henry VII’s accession and the marriage of her daughter, Elizabeth of York, to the king, Elizabeth reappeared at court. However, in 1487 she removed to Bermondsey Abbey, and it was there that she died in 1492.
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INTRODUCTION



A mid the modern-day bustle of Central London, the Palace of Westminster—the seat of government for centuries—dominates the scenery. Adjacent to the palace stands the imposing Westminster Abbey, the magnificent setting for the coronation of English monarchs since William of Normandy conquered England in 1066. Fifteen monarchs lie buried inside its ancient stone walls, alongside consorts, royal children, and others who have played pivotal roles in shaping England’s history.


Prominent both within and without the abbey is the spectacular Lady Chapel, whose fan-vaulted ceiling and stained-glass windows provide a splendid example of late medieval architecture. Begun by Henry VII in 1503 as a permanent and tangible memorial to the Tudor dynasty, the chapel was described by the awestruck Tudor traveller John Leland as ‘the wonder of the world’. It is also the final resting place of some of history’s most illustrious figures, several of whom were a part of the famous Tudor family: Edward VI, Mary I, Elizabeth I and the chapel’s founder, Henry VII, who lies entombed with his wife, Elizabeth of York.


In the south aisle of the chapel, set apart from the grand, tourist-crowded monuments, stands a black marble tomb-chest. Atop the chest lies a skilfully crafted bronze effigy of a woman: she is dressed simply in a widow’s wimple with a long mantle, her head resting on two intricately designed pillows that show a portcullis and a Tudor rose. A coronet—long since lost—once lay above her head in an indication of her noble status. Lines and wrinkles that hint at years of stress and anxiety are etched on to her face—probably moulded on a death mask—serving as a permanent and tangible reminder of the extraordinary and perilous events that shaped her life. Her small, delicately crafted hands, showing signs of age and the arthritis that plagued her towards the end of her life, are raised in prayer, and a mythical yale (a creature with the head of a goat with swivelling horns, body of an antelope, and tail of an elephant) that once boasted horns sits at her feet. The black marble tomb-chest contains sculpted bronze shields with arms that proudly proclaim the woman’s heritage. Most prominent among them are the Royal Arms. Adorning the tomb is a Latin inscription composed by the celebrated Dutch humanist scholar Desiderius Erasmus, which begins with a proclamation of the woman’s defining legacy: ‘Margaret of Richmond, mother of Henry VII, grandmother of Henry VIII’.


The regal Margaret of Richmond—better known as Margaret Beaufort—lies resplendent, her tomb embellished with symbols that emphasise the identity that she created. Few of the abbey’s visitors recognise that the tomb of this small, simply garbed lady is that of the mother of Henry VII and grandmother of Henry VIII—the notorious Tudor king. In contrast to the awe-inspiring double tomb of her son and daughter-in-law that dominates the Lady Chapel, Margaret Beaufort’s memorial attracts little interest.


Yet, following her son’s accession to the throne until her death, Margaret’s birthday was proudly celebrated in the abbey each year, in fitting recognition of a woman who was instrumental in founding England’s most famous dynasty. Descended from a line of English kings, and the great-granddaughter of a royal duke, Margaret—against quite incredible odds—raised herself to become the mother of a king. Her life reads like an episode of a modern-day soap opera. War was a common theme. Born into the midst of the Hundred Years’ War that raged between England and France, Margaret soon saw bloodshed spread to English soil. Political tension spilled over into civil war, destroying families and tearing apart the country and those who sought to rule it.


Margaret would not have recognised the terms ‘the Cousins’ Wars’ or ‘the Wars of the Roses’ by which the conflict became known, for these are the products of a later age, but the bloody twists and turns of the struggle between her own house—that of Lancaster—and her enemy’s—York—dominated and shaped much of her life. It was a war in which most of the noble families of England would become hopelessly embroiled. In 1976, J. R. Lander suggested that by 1461 at least forty-nine out of sixty peerage families were involved in the wars—Margaret’s most of all.1


From the outset, her life was overset with obstacles, all of which she was forced to negotiate. A marital pawn since the earliest days of her childhood, she was just thirteen when she was widowed and gave birth to her only child. These circumstances forced Margaret to take an active role in seeking a protector both for herself and for her son, while ingratiating herself with kings from a rival house in order to safeguard her son’s and her own future. It was finally a scheme Margaret initiated that began to settle the conflict and brought the son of a Welshman born with no expectations of kingship to the throne of England, ushering in—at least in part—an era of peace.


‘Henry VII’s devout and rather awesome mother’ is the description the historian Neville Williams offers of Margaret Beaufort in his 1973 biography of the king.2 Both adjectives in this statement are true, but neither does full justice to the woman who forms the subject of this book. Williams’s assessment does, however, accurately summarize the way in which Margaret has often been portrayed: a religious fanatic who was obsessively ambitious on her son’s behalf and who dominated his court, an image compounded by the effigy upon her tomb as well as the surviving portraits, which show her wearing widow’s weeds and a barbed wimple, on her knees in prayer. This is the image often conjured up when the name Margaret Beaufort is mentioned. Yet it is as two-dimensional as the paintings themselves, frequently used as a convenient shorthand when relating the tales of the period. Margaret’s own story and her true character as a living, breathing woman are a far cry from such flat representations.


My first proper introduction to Margaret Beaufort came when I was researching the jewel collections of the queens of England in the period 1445 to 1548. Throughout my exploration, I was struck by how different the Margaret who was emerging from the pages of archival material was to the traditional figure. Her image has been through some revisions over the years since her death, but the popular one has rarely been accurate. Furthermore, in spite of the impact Margaret made on English history, she has often been little more than a footnote, overlooked and ignored. In recent years this has begun to change, and she is now starting to feature more prominently in the narratives that she helped to shape.


In the years following Margaret’s death, though she was remembered and her memory revered by those whose lives she touched, she failed to attract the attention of poets, playwrights and artists. Given the impact she made on her son and his court, it is somewhat surprising that her story did not inspire William Shakespeare enough to consider her inclusion in any of his plays. She was referenced on brief occasions in Richard III, in which her husband Thomas Stanley was afforded a role. Considering the part that Margaret played in the events of Richard’s reign, her exclusion as a character in her own right is curious. It can perhaps only be explained as a desire of the playwright not to offend Margaret’s great-granddaughter, Elizabeth I, by highlighting the disgrace of her ancestress following Richard’s discovery of her treasonous activities—chiefly, her plotting to overthrow the Plantagenet king and replace him with her own son, for which Richard placed her under house arrest.


It was not until the twentieth century that Margaret would re-emerge from the shadows into which she had been cast following her death. Since that time, she seems to have finally caught the attention of an array of novelists, writers and others. She has appeared regularly in popular culture, and today interest in Margaret persists. Curiously, she has been remembered in two very contrasting ways: sympathetically, as a pious and cultured lady who ought to be celebrated for her achievements and as the mother of the Tudor dynasty, and in an altogether more sinister light, as the woman who may have been responsible for the disappearance of the Princes in the Tower—a theory that we shall put to bed once and for all in the pages of this book.


There have been other layers of obfuscation as well, as novels have toyed with the idea of Margaret as a romantic heroine, deeply in love with her second husband, Edmund (Margaret’s experience of love was never so conventional), whereas TV series have predominantly chosen to focus on her ruthless ambition.3 More recently, there has been a wave of enthusiasm and interest in Margaret’s story, sparked by Philippa Gregory’s series of novels in which she features heavily. Indeed, The Red Queen is told from Margaret’s point of view. Her portrayal in the accompanying 2013 drama series The White Queen is as a fanatic, obsessed with the idea that God intended her son to rule and working tirelessly to ensure that he fulfils his destiny. The series also wove a love story and affair into her relationship with her brother-in-law, Jasper Tudor. By contrast, the 2017 adaptation of Gregory’s The White Princess saw Margaret smother Jasper to death upon his discovery of her involvement in the murder of the Princes in the Tower, as well as being publicly humiliated by her son. The trend of casting Margaret in a variety of guises depending on the dramatic leanings of the author/producer seems set to continue.


But her true story is far richer than any of these fictions. My impressions while interrogating Margaret’s jewel collection only grew as I broadened my investigation. Indeed, the privilege of writing Margaret’s story—and it has absolutely been a privilege—has been enhanced by the opportunity to delve into the wealth of source material that is extant. It has been both extremely challenging and exceptionally rewarding. The overwhelming sensation of experiencing history as it happened envelops the reader handling this treasure trove of Margaret’s papers, and it becomes easy to immerse oneself fully in the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. A similar feeling occurs when studying the handful of Margaret’s letters that survive, written in varying contexts to a number of recipients. These allow us to view different aspects of her character, for through these we can see how she conducted her business affairs, viewed her family and demonstrated her intense affection for her son.


I am not the first scholar drawn to Margaret, and neither will I be the last. The rich abundance of surviving primary source material, details of which can be found in Notes on Sources, has ensured that she has long attracted the fascination of biographers, and her prominent role in television series, such as those mentioned above, lends her considerable appeal among a wider audience. I must, however, take time to highlight the exceptional work of Michael Jones and Malcolm Underwood, whose 1992 joint study is considered—more than justifiably—to be the definitive work on Margaret’s life. Following in their footsteps has not been easy. Other scholars have sought to highlight her educational and religious patronage, which, although covered in this book, are not the main focus. Instead, my aim is to dispel the many myths surrounding Margaret’s life, and in their place offer a rounder, richer picture.


I have discovered a woman who started life playing by the rules: a marital pawn, defined by her wealth and bloodline. But, early on, the dangerous events that unfolded around her unleashed a new side of Margaret—one that sought a voice and independence. The fifteenth century was an extraordinary time for women and gave them hitherto unprecedented opportunities to make their voices heard, as Sarah Gristwood remarks in her exceptional work on the women of the Wars of the Roses: ‘The second half of the fifteenth century is alive with female energy’, and Margaret was one of its most potent forces.4 Over time, Margaret pressed against the constraints imposed by her sex and society, slowly demanding more and more control over her life, until the crown on her son’s head allowed her to make the unprecedented move for almost total independence: financially, physically and sexually. This is a woman who learned pragmatism very early on, who knew when to lay aside ego and finer loyalties for the sake of the long game—unlike so many of her male contemporaries. No doubt, the turning point was the birth of her son. His rights and very survival gave Margaret extraordinary energy and zeal, even when her own life was at stake.


Margaret’s story is one of tragic lows and exceptional highs: it is a tale of war and peace told through the eyes of an extraordinary woman who played a leading role and became one of the most influential personalities of the late fifteenth century. Though in material terms she was privileged and never went without, emotionally she suffered heartache and loss, endured struggles and faced perils. Yet she survived; in time she thrived. In so doing she helped to lay the foundations for England’s most famous dynasty. More importantly, though, she created a lasting legacy as an individual who ought to be remembered in her own right, thereby achieving more than she could ever have anticipated. Margaret’s is, therefore, a life to be celebrated: it is the life of a woman who became a queen in all but name.


Nicola Tallis, Westminster Abbey















PROLOGUE



28 January 1457


As the bitter weather swirled, inside the strong stone walls of Pembroke Castle a thirteen-year-old girl was undergoing the worst ordeal of her life. The war that would tear apart the country had not long begun, but here, in the mighty Norman stronghold, situated in the midst of southwest Wales, close to the river estuary that opens into the Celtic Sea, two lives hung in the balance.


Lady Margaret Beaufort—a wealthy heiress with royal connections to the House of Lancaster—was just twelve years old when she married Edmund Tudor, half-brother to the Lancastrian King Henry VI, but her painfully tender age did not prevent the eager bridegroom from consummating the match, and Margaret quickly conceived. Her condition was soon fraught with danger and uncertainty when her husband died of plague on 1 November 1456, leaving his young wife alone and terrified of contracting the same disease.


The heavily pregnant teenager was far from her family and forced to seek aid from her brother-in-law, Jasper Tudor. She fled to his fortress at Pembroke. It was there that the young Margaret faced a terrible labour. Her underdeveloped body struggled to endure the strain of childbirth, and it was thought that neither mother nor child would survive. Her confessor, Bishop John Fisher, would later declare: ‘It seemed a miracle that of so little a personage anyone should have been born at all’.


Yet after many traumatic hours, Margaret gave birth to a son. She named him Henry in honour of his Lancastrian forebears. This was the moment when everything changed for Margaret—and ultimately for England. The healthy baby she brought into the world must have seemed a true miracle, and as she cared for him over the following days and weeks, a love grew in her like none she had felt before. That love would once again bring Margaret close to death before culminating in a dramatic twist at Bosworth in 1485. For in her arms she held the future King of England, a man who would seek to end the bloodshed and unite the rival Houses of Lancaster and York.


But as Margaret recovered, sheltered for the moment inside the thick walls of Pembroke Castle, she faced many more trials to overcome before she—and her son—would truly be safe.













PART ONE
















CHAPTER 1






NOBLE BLOOD


In the heart of the Bedfordshire village of Bletsoe, amid fragrant gardens, stood a castle surrounded by a moat. A comfortable three-story house with crenellations that were added in the fourteenth century, Bletsoe Castle was more of a fortified manor than a defensive structure. The castle had come into the hands of the Beauchamp family in 1359, and it was there that Margaret Beauchamp, Duchess of Somerset, spent much of her childhood.1 With its warm family associations, it is little wonder that the duchess chose Bletsoe as the setting for the birth of her child in the spring of 1443. When her daughter arrived on 31 May, she chose to name her Margaret, perhaps after herself and in honour of the infant’s paternal grandmother, Margaret Holland. The duchess carefully noted the arrival of baby Margaret—her only child by John Beaufort, Duke of Somerset—in her beautifully decorated Book of Hours, originally commissioned by her father-in-law. In time, her daughter, Lady Margaret Beaufort, would inherit and treasure this book, treating it as a family heirloom and using it to record the momentous events in her own family.2


‘She came of noble blood lineally descending of King Edward III’.3 This summary by John Fisher, Bishop of Rochester, of the prestigious origins of the baby born at Bletsoe, to whom he became a close friend in later life, perhaps pinpoints the most significant detail of Margaret’s beginnings. Indeed, to understand Margaret fully and, in particular, how her sense of identity matured and made its mark, it is vital to trace her ancestry back to Edward III—a lineage that is more colourful than Bishop Fisher made out. Edward, who had become king at the age of fourteen, after his father, Edward II, was deposed, ruled England from 1327 until his death in 1377. The fifteenth century would be defined by a bloody conflict between his descendants, who came to form two rival houses stemming from two of Edward’s sons: John of Gaunt, founder of the House of Lancaster, and Edmund of Langley, Duke of York, fourth son of Edward III and founder of the House of York.


Margaret, who was one of the most enduring victors of the conflict, belonged to the House of Lancaster. Her royal blood came courtesy of her father, who was the grandson of John of Gaunt (the name being an English take on Ghent, the place of his birth in 1340), himself the third of five surviving sons born to Edward III and Philippa of Hainault.4 Despite being a younger son, Gaunt had once been the most ambitious and powerful nobleman in the realm, renowned for his courage and widely admired for his military prowess. Gaunt made three marriages during his life. The first, a love match to Blanche of Lancaster through which John became the Duke of Lancaster, produced two surviving daughters and a son—a son who would later turn the face of the English monarchy upside down by usurping the throne as Henry IV.5 The second, after Blanche died in 1368, to Constance, the daughter of the murdered Pedro I ‘the Cruel’, King of Castile, was motivated by Gaunt’s ambitious pursuit of Castile’s throne.6 The marriage of Gaunt and Constance was unhappy, which perhaps explains why, around 1372, he began a passionate affair with Lady Katherine Swynford.7 The daughter of a knight from Hainault, Katherine had once served in the Duchess Blanche’s household and was now governess to Blanche and Gaunt’s two daughters, Philippa and Elizabeth.8


Like Gaunt, Katherine Swynford had been married before and widowed.9 Gaunt and Katherine’s widely known affair resulted in the births of four children: John, Henry, Joan and Thomas.10 Because the nature of their parents’ relationship rendered these children illegitimate, they were given the surname Beaufort after the lordship and castle that Gaunt had once owned in Anjou.11 Unsurprisingly, her husband’s infidelity caused Gaunt’s wife Constance great distress. Matters came to a head in 1381, and Gaunt agreed to end his relationship with Katherine in order to further his claim to the Castilian throne. Their children, however, rendered him unable to sever all ties with her, and he continued to support them.


On 24 March 1394, Constance died.12 Her death presented an opportunity for Gaunt to resume his relationship with Katherine Swynford, and it was not long before he did so. This time there was no reason why it should not be an honourable coupling, and in January 1396 Gaunt and Katherine were married at Lincoln Cathedral. The marriage received the blessing of Gaunt’s royal nephew, Richard II, who had succeeded his grandfather Edward III in 1377, and who was fond of Katherine and her children. Just months after their wedding, the pope declared the couple’s marriage valid and pronounced all their children—and any future children—legitimate. Then, in the Parliament of February 1397, Richard II ‘legitimized my lord John Beaufort, his brothers, and his sister’.13


In one stroke, Margaret’s ancestors were transformed from bastard stock to legitimate descendants of the great King Edward III. Still, in the years to come, the Beaufort siblings and their descendants were to discover that the stigma of illegitimacy persisted.14 Indeed, during the reign of Richard III, when the king was eager to discredit Margaret’s son, he took care to emphasise that ‘his mother [Margaret] was daughter unto John Duke of Somerset’, whose father had, he claimed, been conceived ‘in double adultery’. Therefore, ‘no title can or may be in him’.15


ON 3 FEBRUARY 1399, JOHN of Gaunt died at Leicester Castle at the age of fifty-eight.16 His son by Blanche, Henry, Earl of Derby, was in exile in Paris following a quarrel with Thomas Mowbray, Duke of Norfolk. In recent years, the reign of Richard II had twisted into tyranny, and the king now refused to allow Henry to inherit the lands that should rightfully have passed to him at his father’s death. It was this that prompted Henry to return to England at the head of a military campaign. In early July, he landed at Ravenspur on the coast of Yorkshire. Richard II was on campaign in Ireland with most of his loyal lords, and before long Henry had gathered enough support not only to assert his rights as Duke of Lancaster but also to make a bid for the English throne. Support for Richard crumbled in the face of Henry’s army, and having chased him to Conwy Castle in North Wales, Henry captured his royal cousin. Richard was imprisoned in the Tower of London, and on 13 October, Henry had himself crowned Henry IV. Before long, the dethroned Richard was sent north to Pontefract Castle, where, three months later, in January 1400, he died: many believed that he starved to death, either by choice or by design.17


John, the eldest of the Beaufort sons—Margaret Beaufort’s grandfather—born somewhere around 1372 or 1373, had been well favoured by Richard II. In 1397, he was created Earl of Somerset, and later that year, he was named Marquess of Somerset, Marquess of Dorset, and Lieutenant of Aquitaine. Further good news was to come when, on 27 September—two days before his elevation to the rank of marquess—he married the king’s niece and wealthy heiress Margaret Holland.18 The marriage would in time enhance Margaret Beaufort’s power, for she came to inherit many of her grandmother’s manors.


Throughout the tumult of 1399, John Beaufort remained loyal to Richard II. Though he was later reconciled to his half-brother, Henry IV, his position nevertheless reverted from Marquess to Earl of Somerset. In other ways, however, he was well rewarded by the new regime, first becoming Chamberlain of England in 1399 and then Constable of England in 1404. Three years later, the king finally clarified his status and that of his siblings. On 10 February 1407, Henry IV reaffirmed the legitimacy of the Beauforts. This time, however, the words excepta dignitate regali—‘excepting the royal authority’—were added to the Letters Patent, thereby dictating that the Beauforts’ legitimacy did not entitle them to stake a claim to the throne.19 Given the manner in which Henry had acquired his crown, his measures are unsurprising. Crucially, however, his additions were never passed through Parliament and thus would emerge as a matter of contention in later years when the legitimacy of the Beauforts became of paramount importance to Margaret and her son—in his first Parliament of 1485, Henry VII took care to reaffirm Richard II’s statute but unsurprisingly made no mention of Henry IV’s added clause. The reinstatement of the Beaufort family’s title had no impact on John Beaufort, for his exhaustive efforts in the king’s service eventually undermined his health. He died on 16 March 1410 at the hospital of St Katharine by the Tower in London and was buried in Canterbury Cathedral.20


Margaret Holland remarried, this time to Thomas, Duke of Clarence, second son of Henry IV, but she had no more children, meaning that her wealth remained reserved for John Beaufort’s children. Together, they had produced six children: four sons and two daughters.21 Following the death of her eldest son, Henry IV’s godson and namesake, Henry, in 1418, John—Margaret Beaufort’s father—inherited the earldom of Somerset.22 His tragic tale was to have far-reaching consequences in Margaret’s early life.


John, Earl of Somerset, was born in 1404, and much of his life would be dictated by politics and war. In 1337 England became embroiled in the Hundred Years’ War against its long-time enemy, France. Begun during the reign of Edward III, who believed that through his mother, Isabella of France, it was his right to be King of France, the war continued to rage even after the spectacular victory of Henry IV’s son and successor, Henry V, at Agincourt in 1415.23 At the ‘tender age’ of fifteen, the young Earl of Somerset travelled to France to engage in military service with his stepfather, Thomas, Duke of Clarence, and his younger brothers Thomas and Edmund.24 Matters started well for young Somerset when Henry V—the second Lancastrian king and Henry IV’s heir—knighted him at Rouen. However, disaster engulfed the family on 22 March 1421, when Somerset’s stepfather Clarence was killed at the Battle of Baugé and Somerset and his younger brother Thomas were captured. As the highest-ranking prisoner, Somerset was particularly valuable to the French, and numerous attempts to secure his release came to nothing. This was just the beginning of a series of disasters that were set to hover over his career; he would spend over seventeen years in French captivity. His brother Thomas was set at liberty in 1430 but tragically died the following year in battle at Louvier.25


When Somerset had been imprisoned for almost eighteen months after Baugé, news arrived that would change the whole course of the war. On 31 August 1422, Henry V died unexpectedly of dysentery at the Château de Vincennes, to the east of Paris.26 Henry was just shy of his thirty-sixth birthday, and his death was met with ‘great heaviness of all his people’.27 Not only was the kingdom entrenched in a war with France, but Henry’s heir was ‘an infant still in his cradle’.28


The nine-month-old baby who succeeded his father as King of England was Henry V’s only child by the French princess, Katherine of Valois. Henry VI had been born on 6 December 1421 at Windsor Castle, around eighteen months after his parents’ marriage. He had never been afforded the opportunity to meet his father, who had been campaigning in France at the time of his birth. Just two months after the death of Henry’s father, the French king Charles VI—Henry VI’s maternal grandfather—also died, leaving the infant Henry the ruler of both England and France. Though the French would go on to crown their own choice—Henry’s uncle Charles VII—in England, there was much deliberation over a successor to the crown. A child of this age was clearly incapable of ruling. Henry’s mother, Queen Katherine, was twenty years old—old enough to rule—but her husband’s subjects regarded her with suspicion because of her sex and foreign roots, rendering her an unsuitable candidate for a regent.


Instead, the next fifteen years were dominated by power plays of the young king’s three uncles—John, Duke of Bedford; Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester; and Henry Beaufort, Bishop of Winchester—as well as by the shifting fortunes of the war in France. It was not until 12 November 1439 that the king, just shy of his sixteenth birthday, declared himself to have come of age.


AT THE TIME OF INFANT Henry VI’s accession, Margaret Beaufort’s father, Somerset, was still in the early days of his years-long captivity. Despite desperate pleas to the king’s council begging for action to secure his release, it was not until 1438 that, after a series of complicated and drawn-out negotiations, he ‘was ransomed for an immense sum of money’, £24,000 (£15 million).29 Unsurprisingly, he claimed that his ransom left him ‘impoverished’, but it was not only money that he had lost.30 After seventeen years of imprisonment—the longest period of captivity endured by any English aristocrat during the Hundred Years’ War—his youth had been irretrievably taken from him, and his health seems to have been undermined by the experience.31


Somerset’s captivity and engagement in military action ensured there was no time for domesticity, although he had managed to sire a bastard daughter, Tacyn.32 In 1442 his thoughts at last turned to marriage. His choice of bride was Margaret Beauchamp, who, according to Bishop Fisher, was ‘right noble as well in manners as in blood’.33 Though it was by no means the sort of prestigious match expected of someone so closely connected to the Crown, it was at least a respectable choice. Margaret Beauchamp, born around 1420, was the daughter of Sir John Beauchamp and his second wife, Edith Stourton, who resided at Bletsoe Castle in Bedfordshire.34 Though Margaret Beauchamp’s origins were hardly as illustrious as her husband’s, she was rendered all the more attractive by the fact that in 1421 she had become the heiress of her only brother, John Beauchamp, who had died unmarried and childless. Margaret Beauchamp had inherited all of his lands, including Bletsoe, Lydiard Tregoze in Wiltshire, and manors in the Dorset and Bedfordshire regions. Though she was a few years Somerset’s junior, she was already a widow; her marriage to Sir Oliver St John had produced six children: two sons and four daughters.35 Sir Oliver had died in France in 1438—the same year as Somerset’s release—leaving his wife with a large brood of young children to support. The need for a male protector was almost certainly the driving force behind Margaret Beauchamp’s decision to remarry, although it is unclear how the match with Somerset came about.


The precise date of Somerset and Margaret Beauchamp’s wedding is unknown, but it had taken place by July 1442.36 The couple can hardly have known each other, yet in no time at all Margaret became pregnant. Though he was doubtless pleased with the speed at which his new wife conceived, Somerset’s mind was very much occupied with other matters, chiefly paying off his crippling ransom. In an effort to raise funds, he had resorted to pledging some of his jewels: his wife would later try to recover a piece that had been sold to a London tailor.37


Another opportunity to bring in funds came about when Somerset was appointed to command the English force in a new campaign in France following Charles VII’s invasion of Gascony in 1443.38 Despite his limited military experience, Somerset negotiated hard to reach a suitable agreement. By the early months of 1443, he was busy making preparations to leave England once more. In April the king appointed him captain general of Aquitaine and Normandy, and there was a further honour to come. By act of Parliament, on St George’s Day, ‘from an earl he was created a duke, and God so ordaining it, was sent upon an expedition in the parts beyond sea’.39 The new Duke of Somerset was nevertheless conscious that his wife would soon give birth to his first legitimate child, and his forthcoming absence prompted him to make provisions for his unborn heir if ‘anything come to my said Lord of Somerset in the said voyage but good’.40 At Somerset’s instigation, the king agreed that Somerset’s wife would be entrusted with the care of their child as opposed to a guardian, because ‘she should by nature have it in more tenderness than any other creature’.41 Matters having been settled to the best extent possible, Somerset continued with his preparations.


There were high hopes for the French campaign led by the newly created Duke of Somerset, but in a sign of what was to come, it started badly. Having finally joined his troops after a series of delays—perhaps partially accounted for by the birth of his daughter—Somerset left England in July. On 12 August, he reached Cherbourg with a force of approximately seven to ten thousand men (reports differ on the exact number) and he immediately began marching towards Brittany.42 The campaign, however, brought nothing but disappointment. Though Somerset succeeded in taking some minor towns, he came nowhere near achieving the success that had been anticipated, never once engaging with the French army. To make matters worse, he allowed his men to pillage and plunder French towns and villages and squandered and misused Crown funds in an attempt to replenish his own coffers. His mission had never been easy, but the campaign was a dismal failure.


In January 1444, eight months after the birth of his daughter, Somerset returned home. In London, his reception was cold. The usually mild-mannered king was outraged. According to a contemporary chronicler, Somerset ‘being accused of treason there, was forbidden to appear in the king’s presence’.43 His career seemingly in tatters, Somerset had no choice but to withdraw in shame, and he retired to one of his Dorset estates.44 It is unclear whether Somerset’s wife and infant daughter joined him in Dorset, but given what may have transpired, it seems improbable. It is related by a chronicler that Somerset, in a state of desperation and despair,




the noble heart of a man of such high rank upon hearing this most unhappy news, was moved to extreme indignation; and being unable to bear the stain of so great a disgrace, he accelerated his death by putting an end to his existence, it is generally said; preferring thus to cut short his sorrow, rather than pass a life of misery, labouring under so disgraceful a charge.45





Margaret was just a few days shy of her first birthday when her father died on 27 May 1444, a tragedy that her mother would record in her Book of Hours. Given that suicide was considered a mortal sin, it is surprising that the Croyland chronicler—whose author was well placed to know the truth of the matter—reported the manner in which the disgraced man had met his death. Other contemporary sources ignore the matter entirely, simply stating that Somerset died, without making further comment.46 This strongly suggests that he did indeed commit suicide, and if this was the case, then given contemporary attitudes, it says much about his tormented state of mind.


Somerset’s death was not spoken of openly—another indication of the uncomfortable circumstances. As Margaret grew, she would have become aware of the rumours, although she never addressed them, in public at least. Throughout her life, Margaret’s deceased father evidently held some place in her heart, for she would later order prayers to be said for his soul at Cambridge. Whatever the true circumstances, the loss of Somerset at such an early point changed the course of his infant daughter’s life considerably. It left Margaret both vulnerable and in a dubious position, for though she was proud of her family, she was also forced to deal with the fact that she was descended from a family whose legitimacy would be continuously questioned.


It was in the Saxon minster at Wimborne, burial place of the Saxon king Ethelred and a royal peculiar (a church that falls under the direct jurisdiction of the Crown) since 1318, that Somerset was laid to rest.47 At his daughter’s cost and instruction, a magnificent tomb of Purbeck marble and Dorset limestone was later erected to his memory and that of his widow, still to be seen in the minster today.48 Interestingly, the effigies of Margaret’s parents show them clasping hands, clearly indicative of how Margaret herself chose to view her parents’ marriage, in spite of its short duration. It may also be a significant attempt to emphasise her own legitimacy, for she—unlike some of her ancestors—had unquestionably been born within wedlock, and her parents’ marriage, though short, was honourable. A memorial window depicting the couple and their daughter could once also be seen in the East Window but was moved to All Saints’ Church, Landbeach, in the eighteenth century. There, the beautiful jumbled glass features the only known likeness of Margaret in her youth.49 Margaret later founded a chantry within Wimborne Minster, and of the many she endowed, this was the most personal, giving some indication as to the sorrow she felt for the loss of a father she had never known.50


At the time of Somerset’s death, the duchess was once again pregnant, proving that the couple were reunited at some point following Somerset’s return from France.51 Possibly the shock of her husband’s death caused her to miscarry, or else the child was stillborn or died young, for nothing further is heard of this pregnancy.


As Somerset’s only legitimate child, Margaret, though just an infant, became a wealthy heiress. Somerset may have struggled to recover from his imprisonment financially, but in landed terms his estates were vast, in large part inherited from his mother, Margaret Holland. Among others, he owned lands in the counties of Kent, Worcestershire, Lincolnshire, Norfolk, Somerset, Essex, and Sussex. However, his death left Margaret and her mother without a male protector in the vicious, backbiting world of fifteenth-century politics. The young heiress’s inheritance made her a precious—and therefore vulnerable—commodity.


Moreover, though the legitimacy of the Beauforts in later years was questioned, Margaret’s royal blood, which could be traced back to Edward III, made her even more appealing. In 1444, though, she was still a little girl, less than a year old. A little girl who had no voice and no say in her own future: a pawn in a much bigger game whose fate—at this time, at least—seemed set to be decided by others. Within no time at all it became clear that the decisions made in Margaret’s girlhood would affect the course of the rest of her life.















CHAPTER 2






OF SINGULAR WISDOM


The day of 31 May 1444 marked Margaret’s first birthday. Her father had been dead for only four days, yet in that time the king, residing at the royal castle of Berkhamsted in Hertfordshire, had already made a momentous decision about the infant’s future.




And forasmuch as our cousin the Duke of Somerset is now late passed to God’s mercy, the which hath a daughter and heir to succeed him, of full tender age called Margaret. We considering the notable services that our cousin the earl of Suffolk hath done unto us, and tendering him therefore the more specially as reason will, have of our grace and especial proper motion and mere deliberation granted unto him to have the ward and marriage of the said Margaret, without anything.1





Prior to Margaret’s birth, the king had agreed to grant the Duchess of Somerset control of Margaret’s caretaking, but since then the duke had fallen into disgrace. Henry VI felt no compunction to uphold the agreement, and Somerset’s death was recast as an opportunity. As a direct descendant of John of Gaunt, the child was, after all, a member of the royal family. Though her male Beaufort relatives were regarded as superior in rank by right of their sex, Margaret was now the most senior member of the Beaufort family in the female line. Furthermore, her blood connection to the king—her father’s second cousin—and her lack of a male guardian had not gone unnoticed. Many were eager to obtain her valuable wardship in order to secure an interest in her lands. Bishop Fisher later confirmed that as a result of the ‘likelihood of inheritance many sued to have had her to marriage’.2


The man upon whom Henry VI chose to settle his cousin’s wardship, William de la Pole, Earl of Suffolk, was one of his great favourites. Described by Fisher as ‘a man of great experience’, Suffolk had been born in 1396 to Michael de la Pole, second Earl of Suffolk, and Katherine Stafford.3 Like Margaret’s father, Suffolk had been a soldier and had loyally served Henry V throughout the French campaign.4 Suffolk’s position was bolstered by his marriage in 1430 to the formidable Alice Chaucer, dowager Countess of Salisbury and granddaughter of the famous poet, Geoffrey.5 Like that of Margaret’s parents, their marriage produced just one child, a son, born in 1442. With a lone precious heir, it was only natural that Suffolk considered his son’s marital prospects to be of the greatest importance. Fisher claimed that it was with this in mind that his thoughts turned to Margaret, and he ‘most diligently procured to have had her for his son and heir’.6


This may have been Suffolk’s initial motivation, and it did indeed eventually come to pass, but at one time his plans for his son’s future lay elsewhere. In 1446 he had obtained the wardship of Anne Beauchamp, the sole heir of Henry Beauchamp, Duke of Warwick.7 Sadly, the young girl died in 1449, bringing all hopes of a future matrimonial alliance to an abrupt end. These earlier plans would later gain grave significance for Suffolk, but this was all still to come. In the meantime, in 1449, Suffolk’s attentions fell upon Margaret, though there is no evidence that he ever met her or that she left her mother’s care.8 He was aware, nonetheless, that she was a wealthy young heiress with prestigious connections and lands because he had been granted the keeping of her lands upon Somerset’s death.9 On Margaret’s side, Suffolk’s standing with the king made an alliance with the de la Pole family honourable. Still the advantage was mostly Suffolk’s. Unlike Margaret, his family had no royal blood, being descended from wool merchants.10


AT THE TIME OF MARGARET Beaufort’s birth, her kinsman and king, Henry VI, was twenty-one. To the disappointment of his subjects, he displayed none of the attributes of his warrior father, and it had long been clear that, by the standards of the time, he was of weak character. He displayed no leadership qualities and had no desire for military glory. Henry was learned, and education was one of his greatest passions—something he and Margaret had in common. Neither was this the only interest they shared, for, like Margaret, the king was exceptionally pious. His chaplain, John Blacman, later recalled that Henry was ‘more given to God and to devout prayer than to handling worldly and temporal things, or practising vain sports and pursuits’.11 Henry was also a kind man, a quality that Margaret cannot have failed to recognise—and undoubtedly appreciated—when she met him for the first time during her girlhood.


In 1441 Henry’s thoughts turned to marriage, and he received portraits of several potential brides. In Henry’s mind, the ideal candidate would bring an opportunity for peace with France, and in the autumn of 1443 his uncle Henry Beaufort—by now a cardinal who enjoyed significant influence with the young king—seemed to have found the perfect choice. His suggestion was Margaret of Anjou, the niece of Charles VII and daughter of René of Anjou, the titular king of Naples, Sicily, and Jerusalem (titular because, although he adopted these titles, they meant nothing and he ruled none of these kingdoms).12 In May 1444 Suffolk agreed the Treaty of Tours, whereby Margaret of Anjou would be married to Henry VI and the English would return Maine and Anjou to the French. This was hugely unpopular in England, and matters were made worse by René’s poverty, which rendered him unable to provide a dowry for his daughter. Regardless, the deal had been done.


Margaret Beaufort was just shy of her second birthday when, on 9 April 1445, the Cock John—part of an entourage consisting of fifty-six ships—docked on the south coast of England. On board was precious cargo—the king’s bride-to-be, Margaret of Anjou, who had been escorted by Margaret Beaufort’s guardian, Suffolk, and his wife Alice.13 Her arrival signified a policy of peace between England and France, but it was not destined to last. It had not been an easy crossing for the fifteen-year-old French princess, who was feeling so unwell upon landing that Suffolk had to carry her ashore. When she recovered from the treacherous journey, the princess made her way to thirteenth-century Titchfield Abbey in Hampshire.14 It was there that, on 23 April, Bishop William Ayscough solemnized her marriage to Henry VI: England had a new queen.


The Milanese ambassador later told his mistress that an Englishman had described the new queen as being ‘a most handsome woman, though somewhat dark’.15 In truth there are few clues as to Margaret of Anjou’s appearance, but all surviving images of her portray her with blonde hair: whatever the truth, the king was certainly pleased with his new bride.16 An exorbitant sum that included the commissioning of new jewels was laid out in preparation for the queen’s coronation, which took place at Westminster Abbey on 30 May.


The new queen would come to know well—and favour—members of Margaret Beaufort’s family, for they had always been close to the king. Indeed, members of the Beaufort family were by the young king’s side from the moment of his accession. Margaret’s great-uncle, Cardinal Beaufort, played an especially prominent role in the affairs of the realm until his death in 1447 and was a leading member of the king’s council.17 Following Cardinal Beaufort’s death, Margaret’s uncle, Edmund Beaufort—the youngest and only surviving of Somerset’s brothers—assumed the role of head of the family. Edmund was around three years younger than Margaret’s father and during Somerset’s French imprisonment had distinguished himself so well in military affairs that he had been made first Earl and then Marquess of Dorset. He was steadfastly loyal to Henry VI and, unlike his elder brother, ingratiated himself with the king. Henry relied heavily on him, particularly in matters concerning relations between England and France. On 31 March 1448, when Margaret was four years old, her uncle Edmund was rewarded for his loyalty and created Duke of Somerset, the title once held by her father. It was an honour for which he would pay a high price.


THE PRIMARY SETTING FOR MARGARET’S childhood was Bletsoe, the Bedfordshire place of her birth, where, as Margaret’s nineteenth-century biographer Caroline Halsted tells us, Margaret’s mother lived in ‘great pomp’.18 Despite the tragic circumstances in which her father had died, Margaret seems to have enjoyed a happy childhood. The family network was always strong and remained so until the end of her life. Raised by her mother alongside her half-siblings, the St Johns, and her father’s bastard daughter Tacyn, Margaret was always close to her half-brothers and -sisters.19 Their appearances in her accounts bear witness to the bond they shared—the names of John, Oliver, Edith, Mary, Margaret and Elizabeth St John all appear at various points. While at Bletsoe, Margaret, worked on an embroidery that depicted the lineage of the St John family; she would later present this to her half-brother John St John on the occasion of his marriage in 1498.20 Given her many siblings, Margaret would never have lacked for company during her childhood. Unlike them, however, Margaret alone could boast of her royal lineage and connections: it was her career that had the most potential.


As a small child, Margaret could never have comprehended her own significance. Neither, in her early days, would this have been of great import to her as she applied herself to her lessons. Not all girls were given an education; that Margaret was shows that her mother recognised how important it would be to her daughter’s future. Practical skills, such as managing lands and estates—in which Margaret later took such an interest—were a crucial part of a noblewoman’s life and would have been expected when Margaret assumed the role of a wife. Her family were also great music lovers, and Margaret would have become accustomed to the entertainers who graced her mother’s household from a young age. Indeed, in later life, regular payments for minstrels appear in her accounts—they were not always her own; those of the king, queen, her granddaughter Princess Mary, and the abbot of St Albans are mentioned, among others. Singers from the king’s chapel as well her own chapel at Collyweston also performed for her entertainment and were referenced in her accounts.


Not all of Margaret’s lessons were concerned with the practical, however. Her friend and admirer Bishop Fisher would later recollect that ‘she was of singular wisdom’ and that ‘right studious she was in books which she had in great number both in English and in French’.21 This was not mere flattery, for Margaret owned books in both languages and later commissioned them, too. Fluency in French was considered both desirable and necessary for men and women—particularly those with a future career at court—but Margaret, not content with French alone, was keen to learn another language. According to Fisher, ‘Full often she complained that in her youth she had not given her to ye understanding of Latin wherein she had a little.’22 Margaret’s thirst for knowledge was impressive; perhaps she inherited some of the fervour of her paternal grandmother, Margaret Holland, who herself had been a great literary patron. Further evidence of Margaret’s intellectual pursuits is given by her later inclusion in the will of her mother-in-law, the Duchess of Buckingham, from whom she had borrowed books on occasion.23 The duchess was clearly aware of Margaret’s enthusiasm and bequeathed her several items: ‘To her daughter Richmond a book of English, being a legend of Saints; a book of French, called Lucun; another book of French, of the Epistles and Gospels; and a devotional book with clasps of silver gilt, covered with purple velvet.’24 Margaret treasured her books, and she would later amass an impressive library consisting of all manner of subjects—primarily religious, but also romance and satire.


From an early age, religion played an integral role in Margaret’s life, offering her both comfort and reassurance. Margaret’s mother was herself a pious woman and may have instilled the importance of religion in her daughter. Margaret may also have been influenced by her half-sister Margaret St John, who became a nun and later Abbess of Shaftesbury.25 While at Bletsoe Castle, Margaret would have become familiar with the nearby medieval church of St Mary the Virgin, which boasted a splendid fifteenth-century wall painting of Saint George and the Dragon.


Later in Margaret’s life, she tried to make religion as accessible as possible and found that translating works from French to English provided her with an outlet to do so. Her choice to translate both The Mirror of Gold for the Sinful Soul, a religious work that had originally been translated from Latin into French, and Thomas à Kempis’s Imitation of Christ, a devotional book composed just a few decades before Margaret’s birth, may have reflected her piety and religious interests.26 More than this, though, Margaret’s translations were an attempt to make these religious texts accessible to a wider audience, something that she was later able to do as a result of her exalted wealth and position. In her mind, she was giving others the opportunity to educate themselves by the reading of such texts, thereby improving their own minds. It was thus part of a much broader scheme in which Margaret was able to use her influence for the bettering of the lives of others. Much later, Margaret’s great-granddaughter Elizabeth I would skilfully emulate such projects. Margaret’s mother, the Duchess of Somerset, to whom ‘she was a very daughter in all noble manners’, supervised all of Margaret’s lessons and must have been delighted at the attentiveness her daughter showed in her education.27


When not at Bletsoe, Margaret and her mother’s household would often reside at Maxey Castle. Located in the village of Maxey in rural Northamptonshire, the castle was another residence that formed a part of the duchess’s inheritance.28 Today, all that survives is the partial remains of the double moat that once surrounded it. It was in these residences that the duchess felt most at home and chose to raise her growing family.


Though she had lost her husband, Margaret’s mother, the Duchess of Somerset, did not give up on matrimony: just under two years after the death of Margaret’s father, the duchess fell in love. The object of her affection was Sir John Neville, and the relationship was serious. So much so that the couple decided to wed.29 Because they were related in the second degree of affinity, they applied for a dispensation from the pope, claiming that they were motivated by ‘the ardour of a singular affection’.30 In addition to her feelings, the duchess, being a widow, evidently felt vulnerable, because the dispensation stated that the couple were prompted by ‘the conserving of the divers domains which the said Margaret holds by right of dower in several dioceses, and for several other reasonable causes’.31 The dispensation was duly granted on 5 April 1446, but for some unknown reason the marriage never took place. It is possible that Sir John Neville died, for there is no further mention of him in contemporary sources and nothing in regard to the Duchess of Somerset. The personal reasons for which the duchess chose to marry were ones that her daughter would never consider, for Margaret seems never to have fallen in love. Her marriages, instead, were all made with practicality in mind.


Whatever the circumstances surrounding the Duchess of Somerset’s failure to marry Neville, by the following year she had moved on. On 14 April 1447, when Margaret was nearly four years old, her mother was once again granted a licence to remarry, taking as her third husband Lionel, or Leo, Lord Welles.32 Margaret grew to be fond of the son—her half-brother John—that her mother’s third marriage produced, but nothing is known of her relationship with her stepfather. Lord Welles was a loyal supporter of Margaret’s paternal uncle, Edmund Beaufort, so it must have been a choice of which Edmund approved and perhaps even had some hand in arranging. Welles had been one of the king’s privy councillors and had risen steadily in the king’s favour. Like many of his contemporaries, he had served in military campaigns before joining the king’s household, and in 1438 he took up the post of Lord Lieutenant of Ireland. Like Margaret’s mother, Welles had been married before, to Joan Waterton, the daughter of a trusted retainer of John of Gaunt by whom he had one son and four daughters.33 At a stroke, therefore, Margaret could add five step-siblings to her growing family, and there is evidence that she retained relationships with some of them in later life. Around 1450, when Margaret was seven years old, she was joined in the nursery by her half-brother, John. He was the last child that the Duchess of Somerset would bear, and it seems probable that he was named in honour of John of Gaunt in a proud declaration of the family’s connections.


It is unclear how great a role Margaret’s new stepfather took in her upbringing, but as he had his own burgeoning career to occupy his time, it is unlikely that it was particularly profound. Decisions concerning Margaret’s future had been settled upon Suffolk, so there was no reason for Lord Welles to be involved in her rearing.


The complexities of her situation and the importance of her alliance with the heir of her guardian, William de la Pole, Earl of Suffolk, would have dawned on young Margaret—not yet six years old—when, early in 1450, sometime between 28 January and 7 February, she underwent a form of marriage ceremony with John de la Pole. Given the tender years of the bride and groom, who was just a year older than Margaret, the ceremony was never consummated and was instead per verba legitime de presenti—what would today be termed a common-law marriage. This was as far as the relationship would go, and in spite of the words that had passed between them, Margaret never considered John de la Pole her husband; contemporaries instead commonly referred to Edmund Tudor as ‘her first husband’.34 Likewise, John de la Pole, who lived until 1492 and whose descendants became dangerously entangled with Margaret’s own, never claimed the contrary to be true. From what would soon transpire, however, it is evident that others were of a different mind.


IN THE YEAR OF MARGARET’S wedding ceremony, matters in England took a dangerous turn. Henry VI’s ineptitude in governing his kingdom was plain for all to see; easily influenced and manipulated by those around him, including Somerset and Suffolk, Henry had allowed corruption and greed to fester within the court. Moreover, he had shown no interest in the military affairs of England, lacking both the understanding and the experience to command his army in France. As a result, in October 1449 Rouen fell to the French army. Then, in July Somerset surrendered Caen. By the end of August 1450, there were just two remaining English possessions in France: Calais and Aquitaine.


Margaret’s guardian Suffolk—now a duke—had long been unpopular in England, having been apportioned much of the blame for England’s wars with France by reason of his policy of peace and promoting Henry VI’s marriage with a dowerless princess. Although Suffolk retained the king and queen’s favour, Henry was under great pressure from the duke’s enemies, as well as the common people, to punish him. Suffolk desperately protested his loyalty, citing that both his father and his brothers had died in royal service, while he himself had ‘borne arms for 34 winters in the time of the king your father and your own time’.35 He steadfastly declared, ‘I may die protesting that I have always been true to you, sovereign lord, and to your land, and to your prosperity and welfare’.36


At the beginning of 1450, matters came to a head, and in spite of his protestations of innocence, on 28 January Suffolk was impeached by Parliament. The uncertainty of his fate no doubt hastened his need to ensure the security of his heir and thus prompted the marriage of his son to Margaret. Outraged that he had not been punished further, the commons demanded his arrest, leaving the king with little choice but to have his favourite placed in the Tower. On 13 March, accused of having ‘falsely and traitorously plotted, contrived, proposed, envisaged, performed and committed various high, great, heinous and horrible treasons’, Suffolk appealed to Henry. His accusers claimed that the duke, having procured Margaret’s wardship, was




proposing to marry her to his said son, claiming and pretending her to be the next to inherit the crown of this your realm, for want of an heir from you, sovereign lord, in order to accomplish his said traitorous purpose and intention; whereupon the same duke of Suffolk, since the time of his arrest, has caused the said Margaret to be married to his said son.37





On his knees before the king, Suffolk vehemently denied the accusations made against him:




As for the second part of the first article, it is contrary to law and reason to consider the said Margaret so close to the crown; and for his acquittal, he had told to a large number of the lords that if the duke of Warwick’s daughter had lived he had intended to marry his son to her and not to the said Margaret.38





He was desperate to show that he had never intended to manipulate Margaret’s royal blood to his advantage. Indeed, Margaret’s lands, through which he could secure a handsome inheritance for his son, were of greater value to him than her bloodline.
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